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Abstract 
This case study investigates the equity practice of secondary mathematics teachers in an 
urban secondary school specifically structured to support students becoming critical citizens; 
able to analyze the world; and empowered to act, individually and collectively, for the good of 
their communities and the larger society. The study is framed by two central research questions:  
(a) What are the tensions and dilemmas mathematics teachers face as they work toward equitable 
mathematics practice within a community that views the goals of public education as 
transformative? and (b) How do mathematics teachers negotiate these tensions and dilemmas?  
In addressing these questions, both the history within which this school community came into 
existence, and its current nature are discussed. Information is provided about mathematics 
curriculum, instruction, assessment, social relations, and the ways students’ lived experiences are 
taken up in teachers’ practice. The study identifies four categories of tensions that cut across its 
cases and the literature. These include: 
(1) Tensions of identity. 
(2) Tensions between teaching dominant and social justice mathematics. 
(3) Tensions between the individual and the social. 
(4) Tensions related to mathematics as a tool for social justice.  
Description of how teachers negotiated these tensions is provided. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 
There is ample evidence that the U.S. public education system does not produce equitable 
outcomes for all students. Significant differences in high school graduation rates, college 
attendance, wages, and other measures associated with educational attainment continue between 
groups identifiable by race, ethnicity, class, gender, and language background (Herzig, 2004; 
Horn & Carroll, 2006; Knapp & Miller, 2006; Laird, DeBell, & Chapman, 2006; Sirin, 2005; 
Stoops, 2003). In mathematics education, equity is an ongoing concern (Lee, 2004; Perie, Grigg, 
& Dion, 2005; National Council of Teachers of Mathematics [NCTM] 1989, 2000, 2008; RAND 
Mathematics Study Panel, 2003; U.S. Department of Education, 2008). Multiple factors 
influence how the concept of equity in mathematics education is understood and addressed. To 
frame the most promising directions for equity efforts, it is helpful to examine the rationales for 
mathematics equity, the approaches to equitable reform that have taken place so far, and the 
complexity of inequity in mathematics education and the larger society. 
Hence, my discussion begins by critically considering the most prevalent rationales for 
mathematics equity. It challenges underlying assumptions related to those rationales and 
highlights less common reasons for pursuing equity. It then discusses the major trends in 
mathematics equity research and argues that we should reconsider both the goals and focus of 
equity research. As support for that argument, my study examines the multiple dimensions of 
inequity–in mathematics education and the larger society–with which effective equity work must 
contend. Then, because my stance toward equity in mathematics education influences how I 
conceived and implemented the study, it briefly discusses how my personal, political, and 
epistemological perspectives relate to the research questions and methods herein. I conclude this 
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introduction with description of my research, its underlying assumptions, and a brief outline of 
the chapters. 
  
Critical Consideration of the Prevalent Rationales for Mathematics Equity  
There are multiple rationales for increasing students’ ability to engage with both school 
mathematics and the advanced mathematics of the academy and technical fields. Utilitarian, 
aesthetic, economic, security, and civic justifications can be made for a variety of mathematical 
endeavors. Amidst this variety, school mathematics represents the interests of multiple 
constituencies––mathematicians, mathematics educators, technicians, planners, researchers, 
political leaders, business people, parents, et cetera––and reflects at its best, a desire to provide a 
foundation for all students that will expand their life possibilities1. Of the rationales for more 
equitable access to mathematics education, economic rationales are currently most prevalent. 
Concern for mathematics equity has been broadly framed as a need to provide all students with 
                                                
1 These multiple interests combined with the time and effort required for advanced mathematical 
study, create a permanent tension in school mathematics between a desire for breadth and for 
depth. This teaching challenge is reflected in the common student question, “When am I ever 
going to use this?” While much of school mathematics may in fact be marginally relevant to 
most students’ futures––it is difficult to know in advance which aspects of mathematics will be 
relevant for which students over the long term. Equity arguments are made for a focus on both 
breadth and depth. Moreover, equity arguments are made for both an emphasis on basic skills 
and an emphasis on conceptual understanding. If we apply Skovsmose’s concept of the 
formatting power of mathematics (1994) to mathematics education, teacher’s decisions about 
what and how to teach help to format students’ mathematical possibilities from the early grades.   
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the expertise required to lead prosperous lives and also as vital for the prosperity and security of 
the nation. Equity advocates have consistently argued that in a changing economy, without 
higher levels of mathematics education, people will have less access to high-paying jobs––
making mathematics more and more a gatekeeper for who will, and who will not, experience 
economic success (Malloy & Malloy, 1998; Moses & Cobb, 2001; Oakes, 1990; Oakes, Joseph, 
& Muir, 2003; Schoenfeld, 2002). Other equity advocates contend that equity is not only an issue 
of economic justice or fairness for individuals, but also a necessary requirement for U.S. 
economic competitiveness and security. It is argued that unless more students gain access to 
upper level mathematics (e.g. algebra, calculus, statistics), demographic shifts will resort in 
shortages of workers in mathematics-intensive fields, reducing the ability of the United States to 
compete in the global and technological marketplace, thereby reducing all citizens’ economic 
prospects (Holden, 1989; Jackson, 2002; Mathematical Science Education Board, 1989; Seeley, 
2005) and security (National Mathematics Advisory Panel, 2008.) 
These economic rationales deserve more critical attention. Often heard economic 
arguments for mathematics equity are accompanied by a number of questionable assumptions 
including the overarching and taken-for-granted assumptions that economic competition fosters 
general prosperity, and that technological advances will necessarily require most workers to be 
mathematically sophisticated. Equity advocates have an obligation to investigate such 
assumptions and if necessary, adjust their priorities. For example, hypothesizing the 
consequences of success of higher mathematics expectations for all students (NCTM, 2000; No 
Child Left Behind [NCLB], 2001; U.S. Department of Education, 2009) within the current 
political economy raises questions like: 
• What evidence do we have to support the assumption that if all students attain advanced 
mathematics skills, those skills will be financially rewarded in our economic system? 
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• Will access to mathematics for all citizens necessarily improve U.S. competitiveness? 
Are there other factors involved in perceived failure of U.S. companies to compete 
globally2? 
 
• Whose interests are served when the success or failure of the U.S. economy is 
rhetorically linked with the success or failure of the U.S. education system or specific 
racialized groups of students in that system?  
 
• If we prepare all citizens with specific mathematical knowledge based largely on an 
inaccurately perceived need for particular kinds of workers and the need for these 
workers does not materialize (Teitelbaum, 2004), what happens to mathematics? What 
happens to equity?  
 
Such deliberations may seem esoteric. However, defining and moving toward equity in 
mathematics education in a diverse society conditioned by specific social and economic relations 
is a complex process––a process that requires advocates to consider the limits of economic 
rationales, to ask questions, to collect information, to evaluate outcomes, and to engage with 
others in dialogue around the goals and future direction of the work. For example, equity 
advocates might ask whether changes in mathematical standards for all students––a moved 
championed as necessary for improving all students’ economic prospects––has actually resulted 
in increased access to higher education and/or increased prosperity across the board? Closer 
examination, of for instance, the gate-keeping role of mathematics with regard to access to 
higher education might allow for more strategic approaches to equity advocacy. Research has 
shown that the transfer of mathematics knowledge to other contexts is complex and less than 
                                                
2 For example, many programming jobs have moved abroad, not because there is a lack of 
computer programmers in the U.S., but because specific foreign workers are paid less and 
receive fewer benefits making them more attractive as a labor force. To compete with low-cost 
labor, U.S. labor in this case does not need more mathematics skills, but a willingness to settle 
for lower wages.  
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certain (Bransford & Schwartz, 1999; Barnett & Ceci, 2002). If it can be shown that specific 
high school mathematics courses or minimum scores on college entrance exams are proven 
prerequisites for success in particular degree programs or careers, equity advocates would do 
well to focus their efforts on preparing interested students for these. However, if minimum 
mathematics scores are being used as a proxy for non-math-specific characteristics like 
persistence or critical thinking ability, and low mathematics scores tend to exclude identifiable 
groups of students from college admittance even when they plan to pursue non-math-intensive 
degrees, equity advocates might be better off challenging the admission requirements than 
focusing on test preparation.  
Attention to such considerations should not be mistaken for disagreement with the ideal 
of mathematics for all, but the time has come to more carefully examine how the implementation 
of policy and curriculum designed to improve mathematics education for all students is really 
playing out in specific contexts–not just in terms of standardized test scores, but also in terms of 
broader mathematics literacy and the degree to which the mathematics education available to 
students addresses the material and ideological interests of themselves, their families, and their 
communities. Attention to how mathematics-for-all rhetoric has been justified by those from 
different ideological perspectives and how these different perspectives influence the ways 
mathematics equity efforts come to fruition can open possibilities for mathematics teachers 
interested in equity to approach their work differently. For example, instead of only working to 
address perceived deficiencies in particular mathematics skills or processes, teachers might also 
attend to the ways students with different approaches to mathematics, or different understandings 
of the benefits of mathematics, might enrich both their own lives and the field. Or, instead of 
assuming that all students will benefit in the same ways from reforms, teachers might give more 
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attention to how the mathematics they are teaching meets the needs of particular students in 
nuanced ways that do not reinforce stereotypes about the capabilities of particular groups, but do 
recognize that students in different social positions have different political and economic 
interests (Lubienski, 2003).  
And yet, despite the need for more critical examination of the economic rationales for 
mathematics equity, the conviction that mathematics success is central to both students’ 
economic futures and our nation’s economic and technological progress eclipses other rationales 
and continues to be largely uncontested in mainstream recommendations for reform (NCTM, 
2000; RAND Mathematics Study Panel, 2003; U.S. Department of Education, 1997; U.S. 
Department of Education, 2008). Nonetheless, some scholars have considered the importance of 
equity and mathematics education in other ways. A different rationale for mathematics equity is 
that in an increasingly technological world, mathematics literacy for all students is more than an 
economic necessity––it is a necessary prerequisite for democracy (D'Ambrosio, 1999; English, 
2002; Moses & Cobb, 2001; Skovsmose & Valero, 2001, 2002; Skovsmose, 2004). Others take 
the perspective that the mathematics classroom should be a place where students can learn to use 
mathematics to analyze their world as a precursor to changing the world so it is more equitable 
(Frankenstein, 1997; Gutstein, 2003; Mukhopadhyay & Greer, 2001). Such alternative rationales 
for mathematics equity are discussed in more detail in the next chapter. These rationales, along 
with the aforementioned economic rationales taken critically, set the tone for this study of equity 
in mathematics teachers’ practice. Despite differences in focus, proponents of equity in 
mathematics education understand that when groups of students identifiable by race, ethnicity, 
gender, language background, or class are not succeeding in school mathematics in proportion to 
the population as a whole, society suffers. Some also take the view that diversity among those 
  7 
who make curriculum decisions, those who influence what counts as success in school 
mathematics, and those who practice mathematics, keeps the discipline both vibrant and relevant 
(Gutiérrez, 2002).  
 
Mathematics Reform and Equity 
Whether one’s reasons for working toward mathematics equity are based on the goal of 
improving national competitiveness, improving students’ economic chances, increasing students’ 
ability to participate democratically in society, building students’ potential for using mathematics 
as a tool of social critique, diversifying the pool of people doing advanced mathematics so as to 
revitalize the field, or some combination of these, providing all students with the mathematics 
education they need for successful lives is not a simple matter. Although equity in mathematics 
education has become a generally agreed upon goal, and policy initiatives such as high-stakes 
accountability (NCLB, 2001) have been introduced, the United States has yet to achieve 
mathematics for all. To date, work toward mathematics equity has focused heavily on reforming 
the curriculum and helping students gain access to advanced content and quality instruction. 
Over the past ten to fifteen years, both curricular and structural reform efforts (e.g. de-tracking, 
reduction in lower-level course offerings, increased graduation requirements) have been 
implemented to varying degrees in a variety of contexts.  
Curriculum reform. Equity in curricular reform has been linked with efforts to change 
both what and how mathematics is taught (Donovan & Bransford, 2005; NCTM, 1989, 2000, 
2006). To address inequity between identifiable groups within the U.S., and what many consider 
unimpressive U.S. scores on international mathematics achievement tests the recommended 
focus of instruction has shifted from the transmission of mathematics rules and procedures to the 
development of student understanding of the underlying concepts upon which rules, procedures, 
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and other mathematical constructs are based3. The goal is that as students gain deeper 
understanding of mathematical concepts, they not only build a foundation for advanced study, 
but they become better able to see the utility and power of mathematics and therefore become 
more interested in the subject and willing to invest time and energy in its pursuit. In the 
elementary and middle grades, increased attention toward algebraic thinking, statistical 
investigation, and geometric reasoning has been recommended. In all grades, teachers are 
encouraged to develop pedagogies that build on students’ experiences, help students connect 
mathematics to their lives, foster student ability to communicate mathematically, and promote 
the development of students’ reasoning and problem solving abilities (NCTM, 1989, 2000, 2006; 
NRC, 2005; National Governors Association [NGA] Center for Best Practices & Council of 
Chief State School Officers, 2010).  
These reforms address equity insofar as they are geared toward improving the way 
mathematics is taught to all students. However, questions remain about the degree to which 
curricula and methods designed for this purpose are actually being used with students in general 
and with marginalized students specifically, and about the quality of the implementation of such 
curricula (Stigler & Hiebert, 2000; Brown, Pitovrec, Ditto, & Kelso, 2009). Widespread adoption 
of the reforms recommended by NCTM, particularly at the high school level, has been slow. 
                                                
3 See results from the 1995 Third International Mathematics and Science Study [TIMSS], the 
1999 TIMSS repeat study [TIMMS-R] (U.S. Department of Education, 1998, 2000), and the 
Program for International Student Assessment [PISA] (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). 
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New curricula––such as those supported by the National Science Foundation (NSF)4––
come with challenges. Substantial time and financial resources are required for training teachers 
to use these and there has also been backlash, particularly from those who have had success with 
previous curricula and methods. Furthermore, while standardized assessments of factual and 
procedural knowledge are widely available, evaluation of deeper conceptual understanding that 
is the goal of these curricula, takes resources that states and districts are often unwilling or 
unable to provide. In addition to such challenges, mathematics equity researchers have 
questioned whether reform mathematics benefits all groups in the same way or to the same 
degree (Lubienski, 2000; Lubienski & Stillwell, 2003; O'Rode, 2005).  
And so, while changes in curriculum may yet have the potential to increase mathematics 
equity in the U.S., there is still much to understand about the use of reform curricula in specific 
contexts with students from groups historically marginalized in U.S. society–African Americans, 
Latina/os, American Indians, Asian Americans, recent immigrants, people whose first language 
is not English, and women. Moreover, despite recent and great effort by those interested in using 
curricular change to drive equity, it can be argued that such changes lack promise as singly-
focused solutions to inequity. 
Structural reform. Hitherto, mathematics equity has not only been pursued through 
curriculum reform, but also through examination of the structural considerations that limit 
equitable access to mathematics education. In pursuit of structural reform, equity researchers 
have documented inconsistent opportunities to learn mathematics (Finn, Gerber, & Wang, 2002; 
                                                
4 For information on NSF-support secondary curricula see 
http://www.showmecenter.missouri.edu/showme/default.html and 
http://www.ithaca.edu/compass/ 
  10 
Gamoran, Porter, Smithson, & White, 1997; Oakes, 1990; Oakes, 2005; Oakes, Joseph, & Muir, 
2003; Tate & Rousseau, 2002). Marginalized students typically attend schools with fewer upper-
level mathematics courses and less qualified teachers than do middle- and upper-income white 
students. In schools that offer upper-level courses, marginalized students are more likely to be 
placed in lower tracks while middle- or upper-income white students are more likely to be placed 
in college-bound tracks. Schools in low-income areas have fewer resources for mathematics 
education than other schools and those resources are often spent predominately on improving 
basic skills with little support for building a foundation towards advanced study. Though 
evidence exists that efforts such as de-tracking or offering students fewer course options while 
making those options more rigorous can improve mathematics outcomes for marginalized 
students (Boaler, 2002a, 2006; Gutiérrez, 1996, 1999, 2000), the social or political will to change 
structural inequities is often lacking (Oakes, Joseph & Muir, 2003). Convincing those who 
benefit from the status quo to restructure mathematics education for equity is a challenging and 
continuous process.  
While curricular and structural reforms are vital for addressing inequities in schools, as 
yet, there is little evidence that implementation of reform mathematics curricula or structural 
reforms by themselves, will lead toward mathematics equity. Additional approaches to 
mathematics equity must be supported and definitions of what is equitable refined with and by 
those affected by inequity. Equity advocates must continue to ask how well our vision of school 
mathematics correlates with the varied and experiences and needs of all students, how the 
relevance of mathematics to students’ lives may be changing, and how these changes affect 
teacher practice with regard to equity. For example, if we believe that a mathematical education 
has merit outside academic research or the technical labor market, for example, as a requirement 
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for effective citizenship in a democratic society; or we believe that access to powerful 
mathematical ideas will enrich our students lives in other ways, it is important that we better 
understand the situated contexts of those lives and how our teaching might help students use the 
power of mathematics to organize their experiences. As McNair (2000) articulates this goal, “[a] 
teacher can try to find experiences that can be organized by specific mathematics content, or he 
or she can try to find the mathematics that organizes the students’ experience.”  Thinking about 
equity in this way requires deeper and more nuanced understanding of classroom level practice 
in contexts where teachers are actively defining and working toward equity (Gutiérrez, 2002). 
Moreover, from such a perspective, inequity in mathematics education cannot be addressed 
separately from inequity in society.  
 
Dimensions of Inequity  
Since the NCTM curriculum and instruction reforms were first recommended (1989), 
national achievement scores in mathematics have risen steadily and test score gaps between 
groups of marginalized students and middle and upper income white students have narrowed 
slightly (Perie, Grigg, & Dion, 2005; National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2009). 
However, significant gaps persist. Identifiable socioeconomic, cultural, language background, 
and racial groups5 continue to be disproportionally represented among students with the lowest 
test proficiency (Lee, 2004; Perie, Grigg, & Dion, 2005; RAND Mathematics Study Panel, 
2003). Thus, evidence suggests that relatively uniform improvement for all students will not 
eliminate achievement gaps.  
                                                
5 In later sections I use the term racialized in recognition of race as a social construction (Darder 
& Torres, 2004). 
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While standardized test scores do not represent the full range of students’ mathematical 
abilities and correlation between achievement scores and future success is uncertain, and while 
the very premise of  “gap-gazing” has been critiqued (Gutiérrez, 2008a), standardized 
achievement scores have very real consequences for students. Standardized test scores are in 
some states a prerequisite for moving from grade to grade and for high school graduation 
(California Department of Education, 2006; Chicago Public Schools (CPS), 2006; Texas 
Education Agency, 2006). Test scores are also an important factor in determining college 
admissions, even for students who want to pursue careers or academic areas not requiring 
advanced mathematics or requiring mathematics that might be learned during undergraduate 
study. The practice of using standardized mathematics tests as a gatekeeper6 in combination with 
rollbacks of affirmative action initiatives puts real limits on students’ life options.  At the same 
time that standardized test proficiency limits possibilities for marginalized students to pursue 
careers that are not mathematics intensive but require college degrees, marginalized groups are 
underrepresented in both upper level mathematics courses and in mathematics-intensive careers 
(Ndura, Robinson, & Ochs, 2003). While differences in achievement and course taking 
exemplify inequity in mathematics education additional dimensions are also involved. 
Mathematics equity must be considered within the context of broader national equity struggles 
including wealth disparity and attempts of marginalized people to engage with mainstream 
culture on their own terms.  
                                                
5 Gatekeepers such as test scores, licenses, or degrees serve useful purposes and are not 
automatically barriers to equity. People’s interests and capacity to participate in society does 
vary. However, careful attention should be paid when gatekeepers prevent groups identifiable by 
race, class, gender, sexual orientation, or language background from equitable participation. 
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At the same time that personal wealth is increasing for a disproportionate few, large 
numbers of Americans are increasingly uncertain about both their financial futures and hopes of 
leading fulfilling lives (Fine, 1999; Kochhar, 2002; Sklar & Wuerker, 1995; Wolff & Zacharias, 
2009). People most concerned with meeting their basic needs, access to healthcare, job security, 
maintaining their individual and collective identities etc. disproportionally come from 
historically marginalized groups (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, & Lee, 2006). When wealth gaps are 
considered within their historical and material context, they can be recognized not as the 
inevitable result of differences in merit, but as inextricably linked with both historic and ongoing 
racism, as well as class and gender inequality in the broader society, and in schools (Anyon, 
1995; Boaler, 2002a, 2002b, 2002c; Fennema & Meyer, 1989; Lui, Robles, & Leondar-Wright, 
2006; Tate, 1997).  
Growing wealth disparities affect both the public resources available for mathematics 
education in particular locales and the personal resources (i.e. time, energy, access to expertise, 
etc.) students and their families have available for advanced mathematics study. Moreover, there 
is concern that mathematics teachers, who are overwhelmingly white, middle class, and female, 
are often not attuned to social and cultural differences or issues of identity that may affect the 
learning environment for students whose backgrounds are different from their own (King, 
Hollins, & Hayman, 1997; Sleeter, 2001; Zeichner, 2003; Zevenbergen, 2000). Mathematics 
educators and researchers have a good deal to learn about the ways students with different life 
experiences approach mathematics learning and about the ways marginalized students’ 
relationship with mathematics is complicated by racism (Martin, 2006, 2009; Moody, 2004), 
class (Frankenstein, 1990,1995; Lubienski, 1997), and language background  (Adler, 1999; 
Zevenbergen, 2000; Khisty, 1995, Khisty & Chval, 2002; Gutiérrez, 2002a). Such factors are 
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surely important. Without one’s social, cultural, and emotional self in tact, school learning may 
be a greater challenge (Ladson-Billings, 1995, 1997). At the same time, gaining mathematics 
skills, at the cost of one’s social and cultural identity potentially limits students’ possible lives 
and societies’ chances for benefiting from varied perspectives. 
Given the focus of equity work to date, and the multiple dimensions of inequity (i.e., 
achievement gaps, under representation of marginalized people among college graduates and in 
mathematics-intensive fields, significant gaps in wealth and related resources, and limits on 
marginalized groups’ potential to be included within and to express cultural difference from 
mainstream society), those concerned with mathematics equity need to develop language and 
strategies that better communicate the complexity of equity issues and methods for 
understanding them. Addressing equity in mathematics education, and in education overall, is a 
socio-cultural and socio-political endeavor that requires more than technical adjustments of 
curriculum, course requirements, or teacher qualifications. Consideration must be given, not only 
to how students fit into the existing structure and culture of mathematics education, but also to 
how the structure and culture of mathematics education might change with the immediate and 
future needs of marginalized students. When working toward the goal of providing all students 
with the mathematics education they will need to lead successful lives, the question of what is a 
successful life, particularly for marginalized students, is not only a question of gaining access to 
economic prosperity through mathematics education, but also a social, cultural, and political 
question deeply entwined with the history of racism, the push for assimilation, the myth of 
meritocracy, and structural inequity.  
 
My Stance 
Like most U.S. teachers, I am a white, English-speaking woman from a middle class 
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background. Before this research I had 15 years experience teaching marginalized students in 
Kenya, East Africa; Chicago, Illinois; Austin, Texas; Oxford, Mississippi; and Champaign, 
Illinois. While in the classroom, I began to consider the limits of my practice in terms of meeting 
the vision of mathematics for all put forth by NCTM (1989, 2000) and at the same addressing the 
realities of my students’ lives. My experiences in different school systems made me aware of 
wide variation in degree to which the principles and standards put forth by NCTM––including 
the equity principle–– were being taken up by colleagues. In one district I was energized by 
systemic and teacher-led support for using technology-rich, functions-based approaches to 
algebra with marginalized students. In the next, I found myself relatively alone in my efforts to 
increase emphasis on problem solving, reasoning, communication, and mathematical connections 
in all of my classes. In every context, there were colleagues who resisted de-tracking or who felt 
that tools for supporting conceptual understanding––such as graphing calculators––were 
inappropriate for all but “the best” students––students who were typically higher-income and 
white. While these experiences did not prevent me from trying new approaches, the work was 
more difficult without a critical mass of others working together toward similar goals. And, I 
increasingly began to wonder about how my students faired as they moved on to classrooms with 
more traditional approaches.  
At the same time, I came to more fully realize how my background as privileged white, 
university-educated woman, not only positioned me differently in society than my marginalized 
students, but also blinded me to the possibility that those students––or their families––might 
conceive of mathematics or prioritize mathematics education differently than I did. I realized that 
I presumptuously assumed that my goal as a mathematics teacher was to support students to have 
the opportunity to follow an educational path similar to my own with little reflection on the fact 
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that even if my low-income, students of color took the same path (i.e. taking advanced 
mathematics courses in high school, attending college, choosing a mathematics-focused career), 
their experiences would be very different. Moreover, I assumed that such a path would benefit 
them in the same ways it had benefitted me. I realized that while I had good relationships with 
my students, my knowledge and understanding of their lives, perspectives, and goals was 
limited. And, if I was truly interested in educational justice, I needed to better understand their 
lives and how my teaching might support them to forge their own paths.  
Such reflection––in combination with my belief in the importance of social activism––led 
me to seek out research contexts that acknowledge the need for transformative change (Allman, 
2001), that encourage educators to work together in the interest of marginalized students, and 
that allow marginalized students to thrive. Hence, I am drawn to mathematics education research 
from a critical, social justice perspective. At the same time, as a former classroom teacher, I am 
most interested in documenting and learning from practice at the classroom level in all its 
complexity. This study attempts to addresses these goals.  
 
This Research 
 
This research addresses the aforementioned concerns for equity in mathematics 
education. As our understanding of the complexity of teaching mathematics toward equity has 
grown, it is clear that we do not know enough about what equity practice looks like in existing 
mathematics classrooms, particularly public school classrooms serving the full range of students. 
By examining the practice of mathematics teachers in an open-enrollment public school, where 
the stakeholders are trying to move beyond reproductive education, this study aims to increase 
understanding of teachers’ work and to generate dialogue around how critical educators might 
improve their practice.  
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In this study, I investigate the practice of mathematics teachers at Beals Community 
School7 a recently-founded public secondary school in Chicago, specifically structured to 
support students being prepared for college and students becoming critical citizens––able to 
analyze the world and empowered to act, individually and collectively, for the good of their 
communities and the larger society. I began this research with questions about the nature of 
equitable teaching in a setting where social injustice is openly acknowledged and where 
addressing that injustice is seen as goal of education. This context is particularly compelling for 
me because the school is situated in and connected with a vibrant, diverse neighborhood with a 
history of community organizing around the needs of low-income residents. Thus, the school 
represents a potentially fruitful setting for understanding equitable mathematics teaching as it has 
developed organically in a context with an overwhelming majority of marginalized students.   
 Recognizing the situated and contextual nature of social practice, the aim of this research 
is not to identify specific classroom structures, instructional strategies, or teaching moves that 
might be transferred whole cloth to other settings. While it is my hope that the stories of practice 
in this research will provide food for thought for other educators working toward equity––
differences in students, teachers, and classroom contexts necessitate different approaches. 
Nevertheless, empirical study of classroom contexts can provide a basis for more nuanced 
dialogue around equitable practice. And, as more such studies are done, it may be possible to 
identify commonalities across cases that may help teachers approach their practice more 
effectively. By focusing on the tensions and dilemmas of equitable practice at Beals School, a 
central aim of this research is to shift focus away from questions about whether a particular 
structure, strategy, or teaching move does or does not support equity and to contribute to a 
                                                
7 Names of schools, participants, organizations and neighborhoods in this study are pseudonyms. 
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language equity advocates might use to more clearly articulate and discuss the complexity of 
equitable practice.  
Research questions. Both theoretical and design-based studies are essential for the 
continued develop of a language and direction for studying equitable mathematics teaching. 
However, it is equally essential that new knowledge be grounded in the work teachers are 
already doing. While studies of individual mathematics teachers committed to social justice have 
much to contribute, consideration of contexts that support groups of teachers committed to social 
justice are also necessary. In a broader whole-school context, different questions can be raised 
(Valero, 2004). The research questions in this study are examples of such broader, more 
contextually grounded questions. 
 This study is framed by two central research questions:  
1. What are the tensions and dilemmas mathematics teachers face as they work toward  
equitable mathematics practice within a community that views the goals of public 
education as transformative? 8  
2. How do mathematics teachers negotiate these tensions and dilemmas?  
In addressing these questions, both the history within which this school community came into 
existence, and its current nature are discussed. Information is provided about mathematics 
curriculum, instruction, assessment, social relations, and the ways students’ lived experiences are 
taken up in teachers’ practice.  
 
Outline of the Chapters 
Chapter two, Literature Review, discusses the literature upon which this study of 
                                                
8 As a reminder, I use the terms critical, equitable, and socially just interchangeably  
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mathematics teacher practice is based including research on: teacher practice, equity and 
mathematics teaching, and critical mathematics education. I draw on these literatures to identify 
focal concepts for studying equitable mathematics teaching from a critical stance. Furthermore, 
as background for understanding why and how I approach teacher practice in this research as 
negotiations of tensions and dilemmas, I discuss how a focus on tensions and dilemmas of 
practice currently exists in the literature. The chapter concludes with research questions.  
Chapter three, Methodology, outlines the methods used in this study. It begins with 
discussion of my rationale for using case study methods. I describe how I became familiar with 
Beals School and the reasons I chose the school as a research site. Next I provide brief 
description of the school including student demographic data. This is followed by description of 
my data sources including: the proposal for the school, miscellaneous artifacts, general field 
notes, design-team interviews, interviews with community members, notes on focal teacher 
observations of focal teachers’ mathematics classes, interviews with mathematics teachers, and 
transcripts of student focus groups. I describe when and how each type of data was collected. 
The chapter ends with detailed description of my data analysis.  
Chapter four, Context, describes the larger research context, providing detail on how the 
school community and mathematics department are situated within a history of organizing for 
social and educational justice in the Hampton Park neighborhood and wider city. The opening 
sections of the chapter focus on the history of the larger context in which the school was created 
including discussion of influential collaborations that preceded the school. Characteristics of the 
school are discussed, as are school-level strengths and challenges. The concluding section of the 
chapter focuses on the structure of the mathematics department ending with discussion of 
departmental strengths and challenges. Contextual information is drawn from interviews with 
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participants including design team members, community informants, and mathematics teachers. 
Field notes on a variety of activities outside mathematics classrooms (e.g. history fair, field trips, 
assemblies, professional development sessions) were also sources for this chapter. The chapter 
provides background for understanding how the Beals context supports and constrains the 
practice of focal mathematics teachers.  
Chapters five and six detail the individual cases of two of the focal mathematics teachers. 
I discuss each teacher’s personal and professional background as well his or her perspectives on 
mathematics teaching with respect to the school’s mission and goals. For each teacher I provide 
excerpts of practice drawn from classroom observations. These excerpts provide glimpses of 
each teacher’s style and approach to both students and the curriculum. Moreover, I draw on these 
excerpts for evidence to illustrate tensions and dilemmas of practice for each teacher. Each 
chapter includes a section which describes––and provides examples of––the tensions and 
dilemmas of practice for the teacher and how these are negotiated.  
Specifically, chapter five, The Case of Katherine Myles, highlights the practice of an 
eighth grade mathematics teacher. Ms. Myles is a longtime neighborhood organizer and 
experienced teacher who is instrumental in the founding of the school, who continues to take a 
leadership role in its development, and who has made a specific commitment to social justice 
teaching. Two tensions in Ms. Myles’ practice are discussed: the problem of dominant 
mathematic as necessity/obstacle to social justice and the challenge of fostering student 
independence/interdependence. 
Chapter six, The Case of Bryan Wu, considers the practice of a freshman mathematics 
teacher. Mr. Wu is an experienced teacher whose family emigrated from Hong Kong to the U.S. 
when he was one year old. Mr. Wu grew up in the neighborhood and has close relationships with 
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a number of other Beals educators who also grew up in the neighborhood. I discuss two tensions 
in Mr. Wu’s practice, the problem of providing collective/differentiated support for student 
learning, and the challenge of being insider/outsider to student experience.  
Chapter eight, Cross-case Analysis, discusses similarities between tensions and dilemmas 
of practice for Ms. Myles and Mr. Wu. Specifically addressed are the tension between promoting 
student independence and student interdependence negotiated in Ms. Myles’ practice, and the 
tension between providing collective and differentiated support for students negotiated in Mr. 
Wu’s practice. Consideration is given to how these teachers’ negotiations of the tensions are 
uniquely informed by their personal and political identities. Also discussed is how these tensions 
relate to tensions of equitable practice addressed in the literature. The chapter concludes with 
comments about how this category of tension broadens the terrain to consider when working 
toward equitable mathematics practice.  
Chapter nine, Conclusion and Implications, reviews the goals and results of the study and 
discusses its importance to the field. Limitations of this study are addressed. The implications of 
the study for teacher development and future research of social justice mathematics teaching are 
discussed.   
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Chapter 2 
 
Literature Review  
The research base for this study comes from three bodies of literature: research on teacher 
practice, research on equity and mathematics teaching, and research that takes a critical 
perspective on mathematics education. Knowledge from these areas is incorporated into a 
framework for considering equitable mathematics practice that assumes a critical stance. This 
framework presumes that teaching mathematics equitably requires on-going attention to 
mathematical content and pedagogy, identity, power and social agency. Moreover, because 
equitable mathematics teaching in this research is considered as negotiation of tensions and 
dilemmas of practice, review of the literature concludes with discussion of the ways in which 
other researchers have used the construct of tensions and dilemmas as a tool for characterizing 
the contextuality, fluidity, and complexity of practice.  
Discussion of the existing research includes how each body of literature relates to the 
focal areas for equitable practice from which data codes for this study were created. The four 
areas of focus are addressed individually, however, they are inter-related. I argue that a focus on 
mathematical content and pedagogy is necessary but insufficient for developing equitable teacher 
practice. Equitable practice must also address the concepts of power, identity, and social agency. 
Discussion continues with consideration of how examining the ways social justice educators 
negotiate the tensions and dilemmas of practice in mathematics classes, potentially provides 
those studying equity, richer language for communication across contexts without sacrificing 
specificity or complexity. This chapter concludes with research questions aimed at addressing 
the gap between what we know from design-based studies about critical, equitable, and socially 
just mathematics education, and existing practice in an environment that supports those aims. 
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Evolving Understandings of Teacher Practice  
 General practice. In the last 30 years, research from a variety of fields (e.g. cognitive 
and developmental psychology, anthropology, neuroscience) began to converge in ways that 
have expanded our understanding of human learning. Researchers generally agree that: 1) new 
knowledge is based on, informed by, and filtered through previous knowledge; 2) reflection and 
self-regulation are necessary for learning; 3) motivation and affect influence learning; 4) learning 
is influenced by heredity, experience, and environment; and 5) learning is a social phenomenon 
(Alexander & Murphy, 1997; National Research Council [NRC], 1999). 
Over this time, researchers who frame human understanding as an hermeneutic9, 
interpretive process (Bohman, Hiley, & Shusterman, 1991) in which thinking is not easily 
separated from ways of being (Abbey, 2001; Feldman, 1997; Gallagher, 1992) have developed 
new insights about how learning is conceived and teaching practice may be approached 
(Wagenaar & Cook, 2005)10. For example, studying work environments, Wenger (1998) 
developed a theory of learning in “communities of practice” where people collaborate on 
common goals over a sustained period, and where newcomers learn community practices by 
increased participation with experienced others in genuine activities. Newcomers’ sense of 
becoming a community insider grows over time. Learning is both a kind of action and a form of 
                                                
9 The whole is understood through its parts and the parts are understood through the whole in an 
ongoing effort to attain a better interpretation.  
10 In addition to Wenger, other socio-cultural and interpretive theorists influential in current 
understandings of the nature of learning and teacher practice include for example, Yrjö 
Engeström, James Greenberg, Jean Lave, Luis Moll, and James Wertsch.  
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belonging evidenced by changes in participation and identity. This view of learning insists that 
who we are is intimately connected to what we do, and how we see ourselves in relation to others 
and the world. Our identity involves membership in multiple communities. As we open ourselves 
to new possible selves, we are learning. Such changes in understandings of learning have 
implications for teacher practice. Community of practice findings for example, suggest the 
importance of collaboration and active participation in the learning environment as well as the 
importance of activities or approaches that allow students to develop identities as knowledge 
creators or participants in a shared enterprise that has relevance for them (Nasir, 2002, 2006).  
Paralleling the complexity of our understandings of learning, broadened understanding of 
teaching as a practice makes it clear that striving to teach well is a ongoing, complex process, 
involving ineffable qualities and requiring an unpredictable combination of technical knowledge 
(i.e. how to group students, how assess, etc.) and practical wisdom (i.e. how to respond to a 
particular student at a particular time, when to change the direction of a planned lesson, etc.). 
Good teaching involves attention to multiple objectives, often simultaneously, and with little 
time for reflection (see for example Ball, Sleep, Boerst, & Bass, 2009). Wise practice is situated 
in, contingent upon, and reflective of the needs of students in the classroom and the local 
context. No recipe for effective teaching encompasses all contexts.  
This complicates the study of teacher practice in that research on teaching must take into 
account not only the teacher’s actions and actions of students, but the relational and situational 
interaction of both over time. Moreover, broadening our understanding of teacher practice 
requires both increased and different research attention to the ways teachers manage complexity 
(Ball & Bass, 2003; Lampert, 2003). How teachers act and react wisely in the classroom is 
difficult to communicate (Lampert, 1998b). Understanding the implications for teacher practice 
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of all that we are learning about learning and teaching, involves developing language and 
analysis tools that better describe teachers’ work (e.g. Adler, 2001; Berlak &Berlak, 1981; 
Grossman et al., 2009; Horn, 2005, 2010; Little, 2003; Shulman, 1986, 1987; Talbert & 
McLaughlin, 2001; Talbert, McLaughlin & Rowan, 1993) and also set priorities and directions 
for how that work might be improved (e.g. Gutiérrez, 1999, 2000). 
We need to better understand both how teachers perceive the complexity of their practice, 
and how they describe these priorities. We need to know more about how those priorities stand 
out as they teach, when and how priorities are shared with colleagues, and how teachers make 
choices when their multiple goals are at odds with each other, or at odds with the goals of 
colleagues, administration, or policy makers. These questions are relevant for understanding 
teaching in general, but are even more crucial for the subject of this research, teaching toward 
equity and social justice (Horn, 2010; Stodolsky & Grossman, 2000).  
Mathematics teacher practice.  Mathematics has been defined as a dynamic, evolving 
human activity––not simply a body of existing knowledge to be understood––but a means of 
understanding (Romberg & Kaput, 1999). This definition emphasizes the importance of “doing 
mathematics” over using “procedures without connections” (Stein, Smith, Henningsen, & Silver, 
2000) and aligns with community-of-practice conceptions of learning where participation in the 
meaningful activities of the mathematics community is both a requisite for, and an example of, 
mathematics learning. Broadened understandings of learning and teaching, particularly the 
importance of students’ developing their own understandings based on their pre-existing 
understandings, and the importance of social interaction, has resulted in broadened goals for 
mathematics practice. This includes curricular reform that has affected both the mathematics 
topics to be addressed and the processes for addressing them. One trend among reform-oriented, 
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NCTM standards-based approaches has been to ask teachers to problematize the curriculum by 
structuring learning activities to present content as genuine problems with which students must 
struggle––either in groups or alone (Frankenstein, 2010; Hiebert et al., 1996; Lampert, 2003; 
Taplin & Chan; 2001). However, the implementation of problem-centered approaches or other 
reform approaches11 has been a slow and often uneven process. This is not surprising as such 
reforms require significant changes in teachers’ understandings of nature school mathematics 
and its teaching (Ball, 1988; Stein, Smith, Henningsen, & Silver, 2000; Stigler & Hiebert, 2000).    
Building on Shulman’s categorizations of the knowledge base required for teaching, 
mathematics education researchers have stressed that to be effective with reform approaches, 
teachers need, among other things: deep mathematics content knowledge, knowledge of 
students’ mathematics thinking, and knowledge of mathematics pedagogy (Ball & Cohen, 1999; 
Ma, 1999; Schifter, 1998; Smith, 2001). As Shulman (1986) suggested, it is not sufficient for 
teachers to choose good activities. They must also be adept at the pedagogical moves that 
maintain the quality of an activity as it is enacted (Stein, Smith, Henningsen, & Silver, 2000).  
Over the last fifteen years, much of the empirical research directed at improving 
mathematics teacher practice has examined efforts to align with NCTM-style reform goals––
goals that specifically address the need for access to high quality mathematics education for all 
students. Smaller-scale studies have examined the practices of teachers or departments in 
individual schools or a small sets of schools (Arbaugh, 2003, Boaler, 2006; Chamberlin, 2005; 
Crockett, 2002; Davis, West, Greeno, Gresalfi, & Martin, 2006; Fernandez, 2002; Gutiérrez, 
                                                
11 The National Science Foundation [NSF] supported the design of curricula to address the 
reform goals of NCTM (1989, 2000).  
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2000),12 and two large-scale projects, the CGI study, and the QUASAR study13, have studied 
efforts to improve mathematics teaching in a larger number of elementary and middle school 
classrooms (n=40 and n=300 respectively). Common to these studies, is a desire to understand 
and foster collaboration among teachers by building communities of professional practice, where 
teachers participate in and discuss mathematical tasks, observe and analyze each other’s lessons 
and assessments, and develop their own site-specific plans for improving their practice. There is 
also evidence that teacher collaboration has a positive affect on authentic student achievement 
(Lomos, Hofman, & Bosker, 2011; Louis & Marks, 1998). That these studies focus on groups of 
teachers––collaborating toward their own professional development––indicates the importance 
researchers currently place on collaboration as a strategy for improved teacher practice. 
In addition to collaboration between teachers, studies highlight the role of university 
experts in supporting teacher inquiry (Arbaugh, 2003; Crockett, 2002; Fernandez, 2002), 
teachers’ understandings of student thinking (CGI study; Chamberlin, 2005), and in determining 
the characteristics of successful implementation of reform-oriented, standards-based curriculum 
(Boaler, 2006; Davis et al., 2006; Gutiérrez, 2000; NRC, 2004). The Quasar and CGI studies 
were school partnerships involving substantial university support in the form of resources and 
                                                
12 Arbaugh, n=7 geometry teachers; Boaler, n=3 mathematics departments; Crockett, n=2 
teachers, Davis et Al., n= 2 teachers; Fernandez, n=14 and 19 teachers; Gutiérrez, n=1 
mathematics department. 
13 CGI-Cognitively Guided Instruction (Carpenter, Fennema, Franke, Levi, & Empson, 2000; 
Franke & Kazemi, 2001. QUASAR-Quantitative Understanding: Amplifying Student 
Achievement an Reasoning (Stein, Silver, and Smith, 1998; Stein, Smith, Henningsen, & Silver, 
2000) 
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expertise. The smaller projects also involved partnerships typically, initiated by a researcher or 
researchers attempting to implement a particular professional development model or curriculum.   
We know from this research that collaboration––particularly dialogue between teachers 
around mathematics problems and self-identified problems of their practice––can lead to gains in 
teacher knowledge of mathematics and mathematics pedagogy. We also know that it is possible 
for teachers to improve their knowledge of mathematics, their knowledge of student thinking, 
and their mathematics pedagogy in ways that improve learning outcomes for their students 
(Boaler, 2006; Davis et al., 2006 Gutiérrez, 2000; Silver, Smith, & Nelson, 1995). And yet, 
success in these areas leaves questions about how university-school partnerships by themselves 
can improve equity. Such partnerships are difficult to maintain and bring to scale. There are 
questions about whether improvements in teacher practice can continue after a partnership is 
complete, particularly if funds and time for teacher collaboration disappear (Arbaugh, 2003). 
These concerns are crucial in urban schools where resources are typically stretched to their limits 
and teacher turnover is great. Mathematics equity advocates can learn from university-instigated 
research on teacher practice, but other kinds of research are also needed. For example, we need 
to know more about how factors other than the implementation of reform-oriented content affect 
equity in mathematics classrooms. Furthermore, research is needed on specific sites where 
teacher collaboration around practice has developed and is being sustained organically in ways 
that are less dependent on outside expertise. Such studies have the potential to inform equitable 
mathematics teaching in both theoretical and practical ways.  
 
Research on Equitable Mathematics Practice  
The mathematics equity literature discussed so far, is heavily focused on mathematics 
content and its implementation. It is assumed that if mathematics instruction is improved for all 
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students, eventually, equity concerns will no longer exist. In this research, attention paid to 
student difference is driven largely by deficit perspectives that assume a need to bring 
marginalized students to an agreed upon dominant standard (Gutiérrez, 2002). Individual student 
differences in readiness or learning style may be recognized, but differences in power 
relationships between social, cultural, or economic groups––if they are addressed––are addressed 
with postenlightment liberal criteria (D’Ambrosio, 1985; Gerdes, 1994). Therefore, some 
researchers contend that equitable practice must also involve additional considerations. 
Culturally, and personally relevant mathematics practice. As teaching and learning 
have become acknowledged as socio-cultural phenomenon, scholars have considered the ways 
curriculum and pedagogy relate to the identities of marginalized students and how culturally 
relevant pedagogy might improve instruction for those students. Understandings of human 
learning dictate that effective teaching must be built on students’ prior experiences, including, 
students’ cultural and personal experiences. A number of mathematics equity advocates have 
written eloquently about the need for teachers to develop learning environments that respect the 
cultural experiences and norms students bring with them to the classroom and help students build 
connections between their personal and cultural selves, others’ lives, their school, and the 
broader society (Ladson-Billings, 1995, 1997; Tate, 1995). Knowledge of students’ home 
cultures and how to build upon the cultural and personal knowledge students bring to school is 
an additional knowledge base teachers must develop. Just as student’s identities are shifting, 
dynamic, and multiple (Gutiérrez, K., & Rogoff, B., 2003; Roth et al., 2004), teachers’ cultural 
knowledge needs to shift and multiply as teachers enact their practice. In mathematics education, 
researchers attempting to implement culturally relevant pedagogy in both urban and rural 
classrooms argue that making mathematics relevant is particularly important for marginalized 
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students who are less likely than white, middle-class students to participate in school activities 
that promise distant, non-specific rewards14 (Berry, 2008; Greer, Mukhopadhyay, Powell, A., 
Nelson-Barber, 2009; Leonard, 2007; McNair, 2000; Moses, Kamii, Swap, & Howard, 1989; 
Silva, Rivers, & Johnson, 1990; Spencer, 2006; Walker, 2006).  
An early approach to making mathematics more relevant to students’ lives is 
ethnomathematics, which explores the relationship between culture and mathematics through 
methods of counting, ordering, measuring, classifying, comparing, etc. that can be radically 
different from what some describe as Western methods (Bishop, 1994; D'Ambrosio, 1985, 1999; 
Gerdes, 1994; Powell & Frankenstein, 1997; Zaslavsky, 1994). Ethnomathematics involves 
active learning and may also use culturally specific approaches to traditional Western 
mathematics (Shan & Bailey, 1991). It has been hypothesized that by addressing the 
mathematical practices of non-Western cultures, ethnomathematics can motivate marginalized 
students and benefit all students by exposing them to a broader repertoire of what counts as 
mathematics. For example, because of their cultural ties, African-American students might be 
more interested in studying the mathematics of Ancient Egypt or counting practices and 
mathematics games still practiced in Africa today as opposed to standard content.  
As an equity practice, ethnomathematics can be critiqued15 on the basis that focusing on 
non-Western mathematics, without a critical analysis of in-context social and political 
                                                
14 This is a valid response to an unequal, hegemonic education system (Gramsci, 1971). 
15 Like multicultural education (Banks & Banks, 1995), ethnomathematics and culturally 
relevant pedagogy can be applied so as to celebrate difference, but downplay societal inequity 
based on difference. Efforts at equity designed with good intentions may have unintended 
outcomes. Thus, those concerned with equity must regularly and critically reevaluate all efforts. 
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conditions, might neutralize ethnomathematics’ contribution to equity. Moreover, it is argued 
that dominant Western mathematics has a currency that marginalized students need. A focus on 
ethnomathematics instead of Western mathematics could actually exacerbate inequity 
(D'Ambrosio, 1999; Vithal & Skovsmose, 1997). Similar arguments have been successfully 
made by critics of multicultural education where again a non-critical focus might actually 
perpetuate stereotypes of cultural groups or detract attention from other issues that may have 
greater significance for equity such as the prevalence of localized poverty, or the impact of 
teacher’s beliefs on instruction (Gutiérrez, 2000).   
A further concern is that ethnomathematical content itself may not necessarily be any 
more motivating than Western content. For instance, the Mayan counting system may not be 
particularly relevant to a Mexican-American student today as her overall experiences are 
certainly more closely tied to others of the present era. More convincing approaches for 
culturally relevant teacher practice come from equity advocates who argue that teachers should 
incorporate into their practice, lessons on social change and community problem-solving more 
directly related to marginalized students’ experiences and geared toward eliminating for instance, 
racial inequity (Ladson-Billings, 1995, 1997; Tate, 1995). This more activist approach has the 
potential to involve students in meaningful activities related to their lives, but also, clearly 
complicates subject-area coverage and requires additional teacher knowledge. Moreover, 
administrators, parents, or others may be skeptical of, or outright oppose, culturally relevant 
pedagogy for ideological or other reasons. As such, teachers who are interested in enacting 
pedagogy that privileges social change or community problem solving will need to be prepared 
for resistance from constituents. 
 Attention to cultural relevance in classrooms that are diverse in terms of racialized and 
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cultural identity, class, and language background, presents challenges. Curriculum deemed 
“culturally relevant” for particular populations may in fact have little relevance for other 
populations or subsets of either. A focus on cultural relevance may exacerbate stereotyping or 
essentialism––particularly if the pedagogy is reduced to a “contributions” or heroes-and-holidays 
approach (Banks, 1991). Thus, questions of relevancy must necessarily be negotiated with 
students and practiced in context. Relying solely on content to address cultural relevance is an 
inadequate approach to equity and raises questions about how teachers are to actually handle the 
complexity of student identity in their practice––particularly when equity demands attention to 
inequitable power relations between social groups. There are many open questions: 
• When does it make sense to use student’s identities to help students make connections   
   to mathematics and when might the same focus essentialize students? 
  
• What role do teachers have in nurturing dialogue around the history of inequitable    
   power relations relevant to a particular context or topic?   
 
• How might teachers’ exploration of their own identity impact their practice? 
 
• How might teachers support the development of students’ mathematical identities in  
  ways that are generative for––rather than reproductive of––the field?   
 
Despite raising new questions, a focus on culturally relevant mathematics education has brought 
needed attention to mathematics as a human endeavor, the partiality of knowledge creation, and 
differences in epistemological considerations across geography, history, culture, and social 
location.  
Evolving expectations of general, mathematics-specific, and culturally relevant teacher 
practice all complicate what teachers are expected to know and be able to do (Darling-
Hammond, 2005). There is much to understand about the ways teachers negotiate the complex 
interaction between expectations as they try to determine and to meet the educational needs of 
the full range of students in their classes.  
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Characteristics of equitable mathematics practice. Working both inductively and 
deductively, equity researchers have begun to develop empirical criteria for characterizing and 
evaluating equitable practice. Much of this work focuses on practice enacted to help 
marginalized students access the dominant mathematics. Included among these characteristics 
are criteria addressing the expectation that equitable mathematics practice involves complex 
mathematical tasks (Boaler & Staples, 2008), mathematical analysis, communication, 
explanation, justification and conceptual understanding (Boaler, 2002; Kitchen, 2005; 
Zevenbergen, 2007).  
At the same time, equitable practice demands personally and intellectually supportive 
learning environments with criteria centered on recognizing and supporting student difference 
(Zevenbergen, 2007); introducing activities with discussion and helping students access real 
world contexts (Boaler, 2002; Frankenstein, 2010); support for students using and developing 
their home languages (Kitchen, 2005; Khisty, 2006; Moschkovich, 2007; Setati & Moschkovich, 
2010; Barwell & Setati, 2005); and attention to relevance (Zevenbergen, 2007). Moreover, 
according to Kitchen (2005), equitable practice scaffolds instruction to support students while at 
the same time helping them move slightly out of their comfort zones.  These criteria address the 
concepts of content and pedagogy.  
A third concept characteristic of equitable practice involves agency––individual and 
collective. Boaler and Staples, (2008) argue that in equitable practice, students with the potential 
to be marginalized should have access to high status tasks, and groups should assume collective 
responsibility for both the quality of their work and for staying on task. Additionally, in a move 
that potentially opens space for students to create, rather than simply consume knowledge, the 
researchers support students using multiple entry points, pathways, and representations of 
  34 
learning. 
An effort has been made to incorporate many, if not all, of the criteria above into a single 
rating system for equitable practice (Zevenbergen, Niesche, Grootenboer, & Boaler, 2008).  Such 
a system may be useful for developing common and more sophisticated dialogue around 
equitable practice. For example, it might provide teachers in video clubs (e.g. Sherin & Han 
2004) or professional learning communities (PLC) (DuFour, 1998) with a useful metric for 
talking about their own growth. At the same time, such a system is problematic in a number of 
ways. A ranking system “assumes growth is linear and that even with proven inter-rater 
reliability on the criteria, is limiting in that it implies with some certainty that a four is a four is a 
four, across time and contexts” (R. Gutiérrez, personal communication August, 2010). Moreover, 
the aforementioned rating system is potentially limiting in that ranking limits the detail of the 
analysis and it assumes NCTM Standards-based mathematics as the standard. And, while the 
system begins to address aspects of equitable practice beyond curriculum––such as identity and 
agency––its categories focus heavily on curriculum and its implementation and do not explicitly 
address power.  
 
Critical Perspectives on Mathematics Education 
Taking the view that neither mathematics nor mathematics education are neutral activities 
(Skovsmose and Valero, 2001), and that equitable mathematics education will not necessarily 
guarantee equitable opportunity or voice for all students, critical mathematics education seeks to 
broaden equity goals to include not only the attainment of significant and meaningful 
mathematical knowledge for all groups of students, but also the acquisition of skills required to 
fight oppression and to work toward making the world more just and sustainable (Apple, 1992; 
D’Ambrosio, 1999; Gutierrez, 2002; Gutstein, 2006a, 2008; Leonard, Brooks, Barnes-Johnson, 
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& Berry, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Martin, 2003; Mukhopadhyay & Greer, 2001; Skovsmose 
and Valero, 2002; Tate, 1995). 
Attention to inequitable power relations. For decades, critical educators, largely 
outside of mathematics education, have characterized authentic education as a humanizing and 
emancipatory project. They assert that education should guide people—particularly, but not 
exclusively, the marginalized and disenfranchised—to recognize inequity as a result of human-
created social and economic structures that can be challenged (Darder, Baltodano, & Torres, 
2003; hooks, 1994, 2003). Grounded in the constructs of critical consciousness, dialogue, and 
praxis (Allman, 2001; Freire, 2002), critical pedagogy engages social problems in the classroom 
and beyond. Central to this work is a view of knowledge as a dynamic socially mediated 
process—simultaneously subjective and objective, ongoing, and always affected by power 
relations (Darder, 1991; Darder, Baltodano, & Torres, 2003; Frankenstein 1983). Hence, those 
who take a critical stance toward education must necessarily grapple with matters of identity and 
power16. This is as true in mathematics education as in other domains (Gutiérrez, 2010). For 
instance, critical mathematics educators recognize that students marginalized by racism or 
socioeconomic class will not automatically overcome their marginalization by acquiring 
advanced mathematics skills; they need additional tools of analysis and resistance. 
Drawing on tenets of critical pedagogy, the critical mathematics education literature 
broadens our understanding of mathematics equity beyond the goal of helping all students 
compete for a limited number of privileged lives and toward one of helping students confront 
mathematics and make use of mathematics in ways that allow them and others access to possible 
                                                
16Here, identity refers to students’ and teachers’ cultures and selves, including characteristics that 
might be imposed from outside by others. Power refers to control or influence.  
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lives that are more equitable. Frankenstein (1983) provided early insight into how Freirean 
theory might inform both content and methods in mathematics education. Referencing her own 
pedagogy in statistics courses for working-class adults, Frankenstein described how dialogue and 
co-investigation can be used to help both teacher and students gain understanding of (a) statistics 
as a human endeavor developed and practiced in specific historical, social, and economic 
contexts; (b) the uses of statistical knowledge including how statistics can both maintain and 
confront inequitable social structures; (c) the roots and consequences of mathematics avoidance 
and anxiety, and how these might be challenged; and (d) how the critical study of statistics helps 
people to both think critically and to act in larger social settings.  
Though Frankenstein’s context was adult education, this and subsequent work (1990, 
1995, 1997, 1998), inspired researchers and practioners to consider how critical mathematics 
literacy in K-12 contexts might potentially serve equity goals. Meanwhile, equity advocates 
writing about culturally relevant approaches to mathematics and mathematics education––
mentioned in earlier sections––brought explicit attention to the expressly political nature of such 
work (D’Ambrosio, 1990, 1999; Gutstein, Lipman, Hernandez & de los Reyes, 1997; Ladson-
Billings, 1995; Tate, 1994, 1995). Tate (1995a) documented an example of a middle-school 
teacher using a critical interdisciplinary approach to engage her low-income African-American 
students in social issues. In Sandra Mason’s classes, students identified problems “negatively 
impacting their community” (p. 170) and worked together to investigate and develop solutions. 
Tate provided examples of how students used mathematics as a tool for both examining injustice 
and proposing more just alternatives.  Students directly experienced the weight mathematical 
evidence carries in public discourse and gained practice using the power of mathematics to make 
arguments. However, this and other examples of critical approaches in the literature of this 
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period (e.g. Skovsmose, 1992) did not provide enough detail for teachers interested in changing 
their daily practice to teach mathematics for social justice (Miranda, 2008).   
The empirical base for critical mathematics education. A small but growing number 
of mathematics education researchers have begun to develop, and empirically examine, methods 
for incorporating analyses of social issues into secondary mathematics classes in ways that seek 
to serve social justice goals and at the same time develop students’ mathematical knowledge 
(Brantlinger, 2007; Gau, 2005; Gutstein, 2003, 2006a, 2006b, 2007a, 2007b; Moore, 2005; 
Turner, 2003). Of these studies, two entail design-like practioner research with low-income, 
urban students where the researcher taught a nine-week high school geometry night class 
(Brantlinger, 2007) and eight semesters of seventh- and eighth-grade mathematics over six years 
at one predominately Latina/o middle school (Gutstein 2006a). In neither study was the 
researcher a full-time classroom teacher. A third study examined student agency in the context of 
three social justice mathematics units (Turner, 2003). In this study, the researcher collaborated 
with a sixth grade teacher to co-plan units that the teacher then implemented in two of her 
classes. Before the study, the classroom teacher had not explicitly incorporated questions of 
social justice into her mathematics lessons. A fourth study considered two groups of high school 
teachers—newcomers to social justice teaching—who used lesson study to create and implement 
social justice mathematics lessons during a professional development course (Gau, 2005). The 
researcher was the course instructor. In a fifth study, a researcher conducted collaborative 
participatory action research over a semester with a teacher seeking to incorporate social justice 
issues into his geometry classes (Moore, 2005). The teacher was at the internship stage of an 
alternative certification program. Thus, existing research has focused on curriculum development 
and implementation by university-based researchers teaching part-time, or by full-time teachers 
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with strong support from university researchers.  
With the exception of Gutstein’s research, existing studies have been carried out over 
relatively short time frames. Extant studies have not examined full-time teachers—who are not 
primarily researchers—independently carrying out the vision of teaching mathematics for social 
justice that university-based mathematics educators promote. Hence, we know little about 
whether educators can maintain such teaching on their own, over time, and in a sustained climate 
of high-stakes education—conditions that full-time public school teachers continue to face. 
Furthermore, research to date has not examined full-time teachers committed to teaching for 
social justice working collectively in schools where stakeholders are supportive of those aims. 
Therefore, we know little about how belonging to a community that values social justice 
perspectives might buffer teachers from the aforementioned pressures individual teachers 
encounter. Moreover, existing research has not considered full-time teachers with extensive 
social justice organizing experience in the communities where they teach. And yet, perhaps full-
time teachers who are seasoned community activists, living and working over extended periods 
in specific local contexts, approach social justice teaching differently than university-based 
researchers, even researchers who are activists. Finally, because existing studies examine a 
particular approach, they were not designed to consider other aspects of equitable practice that 
may support or complicate the work of full-time secondary mathematics teachers with social 
justice goals. Therefore, we should additionally seek to understand the multiple and nuanced 
factors of equity practice in the work full-time teachers perform in contexts where colleagues 
share a social justice vision.  
Teaching mathematics for social justice. Gutstein (2003, 2006a, 2006b, 2007a, 2007b) 
has done the most empirical work around teaching mathematics for social justice in K-12 
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contexts. Drawing on both African-American and Freirean discourses of liberatory education, 
Gutstein investigated a framework for social justice mathematics teaching that involves two sets 
of dialectically related pedagogical goals and an interrelated repertoire of instructional features 
designed to address them (Figure 1). Like those cited in the section on criteria for equitable 
practices, Gutstein asserts that high quality curriculum and instruction are essential for any 
program purporting to teach mathematics for social justice17. However, like other critical 
educators, Gutstein asserts that teaching for social justice—regardless of the subject area—
involves instructional features beyond those typically recognized as essential to supportive 
learning environments.  
In teaching mathematics for social justice, Gutstein drove both mathematical and social 
inquiry with what he called “pedagogy of questioning” (2007a) modeled on Freirean problem- 
social questions and to develop ways to use mathematics to explore those questions18. Because 
students in his study had limited experience with this type of problem posing, Gutstein seeded 
social justice projects with data and initial questions19. For example, Gutstein provided mortgage 
                                                
17 For characteristics of high quality curriculum and instruction see examples in Fennema & 
Romberg, 1999; NCTM, 2000; Stein, Smith, Henningsen & Silver, 2000; and Tate & Rousseau, 
2002. Gutstein largely used the National Science Foundation (NSF)-supported, NCTM reform-
oriented curriculum, Mathematics in Context (MiC) (Encyclopedia Britanica, 2006).  
18 As noted in Figure 1, Gutstein used 10% to 15% of instructional time for justice projects. 
19 Advocates of both critical and student-centered pedagogies may interpret Gutstein’s approach 
as overly teacher-driven. Specifically, the teacher and not the students themselves initiated the 
majority of project topics. However, research on using social justice projects with secondary 
students is in its early stages. There is more recent work (Turner & Strawhun, 2007) that reports 
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rejection-rate data and asked students to develop a plan to use mathematics to critique or defend 
an argument that racism was a factor in loan rejections (2007a, 2006a, pp. 57-61).  
 
 
Figure 1. Key components of Gutstein’s mathematics for social justice pedagogy.  
Note. Information compiled from Reading the World with Mathematics, Toward a Pedagogy of 
Social Justice (2006a) (pp. 23, 41, 101-104, 131-133).  
 
Gutstein reported that the mortgage project was relevant and engaging for his students 
because they had personal experience with the challenges of securing safe, affordable housing in 
their gentrifying neighborhood and because home ownership was a high-priority for many 
students’ families. Moreover, Gutstein argued that the project was compelling because although 
                                                                                                                                                       
 
success at pursuing mathematically-related and politically meaningful social justice projects 
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students “could not fully answer the question of whether racism was a factor, they knew the data 
were skewed against them and African Americans” (2006a, p. 61). The mortgage example 
involves elements Gutstein used in other social justice projects: (a) The project had relevance for 
students in their immediate social context, (b) It addressed a critical topic not typically addressed 
in mathematics class—namely racism, (c) It used quantitative data to reveal discrepancy and 
open the door for further inquiry around questions of justice, (d) It provided a springboard for 
discussion of the historical roots of injustice, and (e) It helped students connect their experience 
to that of others. Additionally, in this and other projects, Gutstein helped students develop their 
capacity to make and support socio-political arguments using mathematics (2006a, pp. 132-133). 
Using reform curricula and social justice projects in combination with instructional 
features such as a pedagogy of questioning, normalization of taboo topics, and developing 
political relationships with students, Gutstein found compelling evidence that his students were 
able to read and write the world with mathematics (2007a). Both their sociopolitical 
consciousness and capacity to use mathematics to analyze complex social issues grew. They did 
well by standard measures of mathematical learning and they demonstrated social agency by 
asking more questions and being more willing to critique knowledge presented to them. For 
example, students wrote persuasive journal entries and essays, took part in letter-writing 
campaigns, attended public hearings, and participated in community rallies and other in-class and 
extracurricular activities. Moreover, during the projects students articulated how concepts such 
as accuracy, affordability, and minority depend upon context, purpose, and sociopolitical 
perspective. Students noted that multiple perspectives provide a richer picture of “truth” (2006a, 
p. 83). In addition, Gutstein provided data—collected from students several years after he taught 
them that indicated his pedagogy had an impact on many of their lives beyond middle school 
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(2006a, p. 100). Thus, Gutstein’s approach resulted in learning outcomes his pedagogy was 
designed to foster. 
Critical examination of Gutstein’s approach. Some mathematics educators—also 
interested in equitable mathematics education—have criticized Gutstein’s work for focusing on 
the wrong curriculum and for focusing too heavily on curriculum as opposed to other potential 
aspects of social justice practice. Brantlinger (2007) argues that using social justice projects or 
activities may in fact be counterproductive for marginalized students’ access to academic math. 
Although sympathetic to Gutstein’s goals, Brantlinger bases his argument on empirical study of 
his own implementation of social justice mathematics curricula and on literature questioning 
whether contextualizing mathematics makes it more accessible (e.g. Dowling, 1998; Lerman and 
Zevenbergen, 2004). Brantlinger asserts that in mathematics—as opposed to other subjects—
taking a critical, utilitarian approach may be detrimental. That is, for marginalized students, the 
trade off between gaining political knowledge through real-world projects and gaining academic 
knowledge as traditionally defined by the discipline may be too high (pp. 366-369).  
While Brantlinger’s work sheds light on the challenges of creating and implementing 
social justice curriculum, the shorter duration and narrower focus of his study—on curriculum 
rather than on practice more broadly—limits its value for direct comparison with Gutstein’s 
research. Additionally, Brantlinger’s argument does not address the reality that although students 
from marginalized groups may benefit from exclusive focus on academic mathematics, history 
shows the limits of the current system for those same groups as a whole. Gutstein seeks to 
include marginalized students in the analysis of this broader historical landscape and seeks to 
provide a “pedagogy capable of creating a paradigm shift in students’ mentality as to the nature 
and purpose of mathematical thinking ” (Sriraman and Steinthorsdottir, 2007). At the same time, 
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he wants to bring students’ attention to collective effort as a means for social change. Given 
these goals, it makes little sense to pit “academic” mathematics and social justice mathematics 
against one another even if a point-by-point comparison applicable to all contexts was possible. 
In fact, by characterizing his social justice goals and his mathematics goals dialectically, 
Gutstein precludes the easy separation of academic and social justice mathematics Brantlinger 
supposes in his critique.  
 Taking another perspective, Nolan (2009) argues that Gutstein’s heavy focus on social 
justice curricula or using mathematics as a “tool to understand, interpret, and even change our 
world” (p. 211) misses or underemphasizes the complicity of mathematics itself as an oppressive 
social construction. Like earlier advocates of both critical mathematics (Frankenstein, 1983) and 
ethnomathematics (D’Ambrosio, 1985, 1990; Powell & Frankenstein, 1997), she calls for a 
social justice mathematics pedagogy that considers the mutually constitutive relationship 
between power, status, privilege, and what counts as mathematical knowledge. Nolan advocates 
for social justice pedagogy that deconstructs mathematics beginning with “the unchallenged 
suppositions about mathematics and what counts as knowledge, and work[s] backwards to reveal 
its embedded injustices” (p. 212). Such pedagogy attends to discursive practices, perceptions of 
the fallibility of mathematics and of mathematics teachers, suspicion of different ways of 
knowing, and the labeling of students. Nolan provides examples of her implementation of these 
with pre-service teachers by encouraging collaboration, including students in their own 
assessment, and allowing students to demonstrate their learning in multiple formats20.  
                                                
20 Taking the approach described by Nolan, DeFreitas (2008) uses auto-ethnography to help pre-
service teachers understand discursive frames that may limit their conceptions of mathematics 
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In fact, although Gutstein’s social justice mathematics pedagogy focuses heavily on 
curriculum, his range of instructional strategies taken more broadly addresses Nolan’s suggested 
terrain. For example, Gutstein spent time helping students to politicize high-stakes accountability 
regimes if not school mathematics itself (2006a, pp. 143-147). More generally, while Gutstein 
may not have adequately described how his work with students interrogates mathematics itself, 
his pedagogy of questioning certainly provides students permission to question the discipline. 
Moreover, in Gutstein’s classes, ongoing emphasis on discussion and argument—linking 
participants’ conceptions of mathematics with the personal and the social—arguably provided 
openings for alternative understandings of the nature of mathematics.  
These examinations of Gutstein’s research highlight two possible misconceptions of his 
work: that it is about justice for individuals rather than social justice, and that implementing 
curricula with justice themes alone will change the nature of mathematics or inequitable power 
relations. Additionally, they make educators aware of the challenges of implementing social 
justice mathematics curricula in specific contexts and of how different contexts (e.g. pre-service 
teacher education) might inform justice pedagogy with secondary students differently. Hence, 
they suggest that social justice pedagogy is always at once situated and contingent. And yet, as I 
will discuss, research like Gutstein’s—when coupled with a language of tensions and 
dilemmas21—provides a useful tool for changing both theory and practice (Adler, 2001; 
                                                                                                                                                       
 
and mathematics teaching, and therefore limit their capacity to engage with power and privilege 
as it relates to mathematics. 
21	  In this paper, tensions and dilemmas both describe situations that cannot be reconciled or 
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Gutiérrez, 2009).  
 
Focal Concepts for Equitable Practice 
  As the literature demonstrates, mathematics educators and education researchers who 
take a critical stance have expanded expectations of equitable teaching to include considerations 
both of power relations in society and of social agency. This expanded notion of equity is the 
lens through which this study considers teacher practice. Consequently, I use the term equitable 
teaching interchangeably here with the terms critical teaching and social justice teaching.  
I approached this case with the expectation that equitable mathematics teaching focuses 
on four areas: mathematics content and pedagogy, identity, power, and social agency (Figure 2). 
These considerations focus my interactions with participants and my attention in field 
observations. Moreover, as I discuss in the methodology chapter, they organize the codes I use to 
analyze field notes and provide a frame for examining themes that arise as I generate codes from 
mathematics teacher interviews. These categories are not offered as an evaluation system for 
equitable practice. Therefore, they are not intended as a means for determining whether a 
particular teacher’s practice is equitable or inequitable. Rather, they are offered as way to 
organize an array of approaches to equitable teaching from a critical stance. They provide a 
foundation for considering how practicing teachers view, prioritize, and enact equitable teaching.  
                                                                                                                                                       
 
situations where resolution is undesirable. Using both terms together may avoid a possible 
misconception that such difficulties are always binary. When referring to use of either term in 
other research, I use the author’s language. When discussing two competing considerations in 
Ms. Myles’ practice, I use the terms interchangeably.  
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 Figure 2. Focal concepts of equitable practice. 
 Drawing on the literature, I discuss each area of focus individually. However, the 
categories are highly interrelated. For example, instruction that supports students to 
communicate mathematically using both their own language and the conventions of the field, is a 
feature of high-quality mathematics pedagogy and a feature of instruction that acknowledges 
students’ multiple and shifting identities. Moreover, although the visual devotes equal area to 
each category, in actual practice, the greatest amount of class time would be spent on the 
mathematics focus. However, priority would be expected to shift over time and under different 
teaching constraints.    
Mathematics content and pedagogical practices. Equitable practice would be expected 
to involve high quality curriculum and instruction (Fennema & Romberg, 1999; NCTM, 2000; 
Stein, Smith, Henningsen & Silver, 2000; and Tate & Rousseau, 2002). At both the elementary 
and secondary levels, high quality curriculum focuses on conceptual understanding with especial 
emphasis on specific mathematical processes (NCTM, 2000). Material should be challenging and 
yet within students’ zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978). Equitable instruction aims 
to provide all students with the support they need to engage conceptually rich material. 
Moreover, given the expanded definition of equity expected of social justice teaching, students 
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should be provided opportunities to examine the nature of mathematics, its influence on social 
systems, and the effects of mathematics on their lives.  
 Given these considerations and keeping in mind that my research is about teacher 
practice, I focused my field observations on the teacher’s words and actions, teacher’s 
interactions with students, and the enacted curriculum. Although I often spoke with students and 
recorded observations of students who were not interacting with the teacher, understanding 
student thinking was not my central focus. In field notes I attended to the nature and complexity 
of the enacted curriculum, focusing on how teachers engaged students in critical thinking and 
problem solving. I noted how teachers helped students make mathematical connections between 
mathematical ideas and between mathematics and the world. I attended to students’ level of 
engagement, and the strategies teachers used to promote mathematical communication. This 
included notes on the structure of the lessons and how the lesson structures promoted or inhibited 
student communication (talking and writing). Furthermore, I attended to instructional processes 
including teacher support for multiple strategies, how teachers noticed and solicited multiple 
students’ voices, how the teacher used wait time, whether the teacher provided students with 
multiple experiences and multiple approached to the same content, and whether the teacher 
listened and learned from students. I documented the ways teachers helped students organize 
their experience with mathematics, including how they made use of contextualized problems and 
metaphor to build on students prior knowledge. To capture the more critical elements of 
teachers’ pedagogy, I considered how teachers made the expectations of dominant mathematics 
education transparent to students, the strategies they advocated for success, how they exposed 
students to tools such as technology, and how they helped students develop confidence. I also 
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recorded situations in which students generated, rather than reproduced, mathematical 
knowledge and situations that exemplified reading and writing the world with mathematics.  
Identity.  Kidd defines identity in terms of culture: 
If culture is how we behave as a member of a group, the word ‘identity’ relates to how 
we think about ourselves as people, how we think about other people around us, and what 
we think others think of us. ‘Identity’ means being able to ‘fix’ or ‘figure out’ who we are 
as people. (2002, p. 7) 
 
Kidd’s use of the word “fix” here does not imply that identity is unchanging or static. Rather, it 
suggests that “who one is” is difficult to define. Identities are shifting, dynamic, overlapping, and 
multiple. As Gee (2001) recognizes, identities are informed by context. The mathematics 
education literature often discusses students’ identity as mathematics learners (Cobb, Gresalfi, & 
Hodge, 2009; Sfard & Prusak, 2005) and the ways students’ sense of belonging affects their 
success in mathematics classes (Boaler, Wiliam, & Zevenbergen, 2000). In this framework, I 
consider the ways teachers support or do not support students’ positive mathematics identities as 
related to the focal concept of mathematics.  
I include identity as a focal concept for equitable mathematics teaching in relation to the 
ways teachers acknowledge and attend to students’ individual, social, cultural, gendered, and 
linguistic identities in the classroom. In equitable teaching we would expect the teacher to 
recognize power differentials between social groups, and to work to develop a climate of 
openness where students can discuss matters of identity and feel a sense of belonging without 
having to be “someone they are not.” Moreover, we would expect teachers to encourage students 
to “bring themselves” into the classroom. This would include support for student reflection on 
who they are and what they value. It would also include allowing students to demonstrate their 
learning in ways that reflect their interests, backgrounds, and interaction styles.  
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In field notes, I tried to document classroom references to race, class, gender, sexual 
orientation, language, or culture within this category. I also documented activities in which 
students reflected, created, presented, or otherwise brought their voices, perspectives, interests, 
or styles into the classroom. I made a conscious effort to attend to how teachers talked about 
aspects of identity that students have in common as well as how they communicated difference. I 
noted when a teacher took a stance with respect to assimilation and when teachers addressed 
stereotypes. I recorded when a teacher emphasized strengths that diverse perspectives bring to 
the class or acknowledged students’ multiple identities. I also specifically documented when a 
teacher was curious about, validated, or showed respect for students’ different approaches to 
mathematics learned at home or in schools in other countries. I documented how teachers 
responded to students to use of their preferred language in class, as well as how teachers 
responded to students using their own phrasing to discuss mathematics. I recorded when and how 
teachers emphasized discipline-specific language.  
Power. Valero defines the term political as “awareness of the existence of power” (2004, 
p. 13). He critiques the idea that mathematics has inherent power (also see Skovsmose & Valero, 
2001). He argues, “It is people, in their activity, who use mathematics as a tool of power” (2004, 
p.14). He outlines how mathematics education theorists and practioners have drawn on both the 
Marxist tradition and Critical Theory, as well as postmodern and poststructuralist thought to 
understand how power as constituted in social relations is related to both mathematics and the 
practice of mathematics education. In this study, I assumed teachers’ goals would include 
developing students’ awareness of mathematics as a tool of power, but also assumed that in a 
social justice school, teachers would also be interested in helping students recognize power as 
both a negative and positive force in broader social relations. In considering where to focus my 
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attention this study, I considered the modes of domination emphasized in critical pedagogy: the 
omnipresent portrayal by the privileged of asymmetrical power relations as unquestionably “just 
and fair,” the deliberate denial, concealment, or obfuscation of inequitable relations, institutional 
and social structures that position subordinated groups in opposition to each other, and the 
representation of historical states as “permanent, natural, or commonsensical” (Darder, 1991, pp. 
33-35). 
With these modes of domination in mind, I considered how mathematics teachers, within 
their everyday practice, might help students develop an awareness of power. In field 
observations I paid specific attention to situations in which teachers contextualized mathematics 
in ways that would draw students’ attention to power relations. This would include teachers 
posing social justice questions––or supporting students posing questions––that could be analyzed 
with mathematics (Gutstein, 2006a). I wanted to include discussions of the ways mathematics is 
privileged in society, and how mathematics might be used to address inequity. I also wanted to 
document teacher discussions of strategies for gaining power with or without mathematics. For 
example, a teacher might potentially discuss processes for gathering information about a social 
problem, analyzing the accuracy of information, ways to make an argument for a cause, or 
strategies for action to address the problem. I additionally focused on discussions of strategies 
for resisting power used against you. This would include helping students develop strategies for 
coping with injustice, talking to students about their rights, or helping them develop skills for 
confronting injustice strategically.    
Social agency. Gutstein describes social agency as a process within which people “come 
to take action over time. Along the way they change the way they define themselves in relation 
to the world and their actions in it” (2006a, p. 27). He distinguishes individual agency from 
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social agency by stressing that social agency “includes a belief that [one is] capable of 
contributing to historical processes” (p. 27). Helping students understand history, question 
injustice, and learn to organize collective responses to social problems is goal of social justice 
education. Gutstein has provided a useful example of how students might develop social agency 
through a pedagogy of questioning in mathematics class (2006a). And yet, the literature has few 
suggestions for how mathematics teachers might support social agency in other ways. 
In field notes I documented any activity with the potential to develop political students’ 
consciousness or collective capacity for responding to injustice. I paid close attention when 
students raised questions or gave opinions about social problems. I documented discussions 
about common struggles for justice, organizing around social problems, or the skills needed for 
accessing or influencing social institutions. I recorded discussion about the benefits of 
collaboration, the importance of community building, or discussion of the benefits of relational 
equity. I noted instances where teachers provided critique of the existing order or encouraged 
students to do so. I documented instances when teachers encouraged students to create rather 
than simply absorb knowledge, or to participate in defining class priorities. I also noted how 
teachers responded to students expressing emotions in class.  
 
Tensions and Dilemmas of Practice as a Tool for Understanding and a Language for 
Communication about Equity Practice  
Researchers have argued that teaching dilemmas provide both a context for knowledge 
creation and a means of articulating the dialectical relationship between theory and practice. 
Lampert (1985) characterizes mathematics teaching a management of dilemmas and 
contradictory interests that arise in daily practice. Adler (2001) describes teaching dilemmas as 
contradictions in practice with which teachers must continually struggle. She asserts that the 
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teaching dilemma, “at once practical, personal, and contextual,” captures well the complexities 
of teaching (p. 56). Furthermore, she argues that the language of dilemmas helps make teaching 
concrete without reducing its complexity, and thus, provides fertile terrain for developing more 
nuanced understanding of teaching (pp. 55–56). 
Other researchers––who, like Adler, are concerned with equity––have focused their 
inquiry on tensions and dilemmas. Pollock (2004) highlighted dilemmas inherent in race talk at 
one school. She describes how both not talking about race and talking about race using “de-
raced” language were obstacles to reducing racism. Similarly, Gutiérrez (2009) presented the 
tensions of being in charge/not in charge of the classroom, knowing/not knowing students, and 
teaching/not teaching mathematics as essential to teaching from an equity stance. For both of 
these researchers, tolerating ambiguity and embracing uncertainty are requirements for insight. 
Within Gutstein (2006) one can identify three dilemmas in his practice: whether a 
pedagogy of questioning leads/does not lead to relativism, whether to reveal/not reveal his views 
to students, and whether mathematics was sufficient/insufficient to address complex social 
questions. A fourth inherent tension is that Gutstein’s identity as a white educator limits/does not 
limit his capacity for helping students develop their social and cultural identities. If we consider 
these not as problems to be solved, but as inevitable tensions of practice necessarily negotiated 
differently in different contexts, they provide practitioners with both language for discussing 
similar tensions in other contexts, and permission to move forward with social justice teaching––
expecting the tensions to be negotiated differently in their own practice. As a result, identifying 
tensions and dilemmas can open space for richer dialogue. 
Take, for example, Gutstein’s dilemma of revealing his political views or remaining 
relatively silent to allow students to develop their own views. Honest and respectful inquiry 
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cannot exist if teachers are unwilling to put forth their own ideas. And yet, Gutstein 
acknowledges the potential of teacher voice to limit student voice, especially when students’ 
prior experiences with schooling position the teacher as sole expert. Given this dilemma, the 
productive question for those trying to understand social justice teaching is not whether Gutstein 
should share or not share his views, but rather, what happens when he does so in his context. 
Recognition of this dilemma offers a third more complex, yet fluid alternative to 
revealing or not revealing––the understanding that one’s views will both inhibit and support 
students’ own capacity for reflection and action. Thus, teachers may avoid the misconception 
that such problems have simple or definite solutions that can be transferred statically between 
contexts.  
Considering practice as a negotiation of tensions and dilemmas is a way to avoid deficit 
framings of teacher practice. Furthermore, the dilemma frame has the potential to help teachers 
begin from a position of deeper understanding. As Allman (2001) writes, “relational thinking 
does not replace categorical thinking, but it does open up the possibility of the development of 
more complex and accurate understandings” (p. 63). This type of thinking is essential to critical 
educators. It 
seeks out social contradictions and sets up a process of open and thoughtful questioning 
that requires reflection to ensue back and forth between the parts and the whole, the 
object and the subject, knowledge and human action, process and product, so that further 
contradictions may be discovered. As these are revealed, new constructive forms of 
thinking and action are necessary to transcend the original state. (Darder, 1991, p. 81) 
 
Hence, if students are to develop agency—mathematical or social—teachers concerned with 
social justice must engage the dilemmas of their contingent practice. Research that attends to this 
negotiation provides both a record of and language of possibility for this work. 
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Chapter 3 
Methodology 
A sociopolitical perspective on educational research requires rich attention to social 
context (Valero, 2004). I chose case study methods (Stake, 1995) for this research, because I am 
interested in both the challenges of equitable teaching and the ways teachers negotiate those 
challenges in context. Case study has the potential to highlight alternative or underrepresented 
phenomena and is more appropriate than variable methods for exploring concepts necessarily 
defined in social and historical contexts such as equitable practice and social justice teaching. 
Case study allows for inquiry into real-life phenomena “when boundaries between the 
phenomenon and context are not clear and when it is desirable to use multiple sources of 
evidence” (Schwandt, 2001). This case––mathematics teacher practice at a school with a social 
justice mission––is such a phenomenon.  
While case study is not an interventionist mode of research (Stake, 1995), I approached 
this work from the stance that knowledge for equitable change is created in and through 
participation with others (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000). Thus, as I planned the study I 
anticipated that I would act as a participant observer (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). I was prepared to 
use both the content and pedagogical knowledge (Shulman, 1986) I have accrued as a 
mathematics educator and the socio-political consciousness I have gained through activism to 
support the work of Beals teachers in a range of ways that would be negotiated with the teachers 
in context. For example, I was prepared to work with students, locate resources, assist with 
planning, and support action research. Assisting teachers in their daily activities is for me both a 
gesture of solidarity and support for the difficult work they are doing and a necessary 
requirement for understanding their daily practice.  
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As I planned the study, I knew that my participation would depend on teacher needs and 
logistical constraints. It would also be mitigated by the fact that I am an outsider to the school 
and community. I made a conscious effort to limit the demands the research made on teachers’ 
time  because––while I wanted to support teachers’ efforts––I expected my role as a participant 
observer might be fairly limited. Case study allows for rich understanding when research time is 
limited (Stake, 1995). Moreover, case study, as opposed to grounded theory or ethnography, “is 
open to the use of theory or conceptual categories that guide the research and analysis of data,” 
(Meyer, 2001, p. 329). While I wanted to understand social justice teaching as practiced 
organically in context, I brought a conceptual frame for equitable to this research.  
Overarching goals of this study are to foreground the views and practices of fulltime 
teachers who have positioned themselves on the front lines of education for social change, and to 
expand the conversation about critical mathematics education in a grounded way. I draw upon 
interviews, classroom observation, and reflection on my participation in various school activities. 
My interpretive and analytical framework emphasizes the inherent tensions and dilemmas that 
“issue forth” as one seeks to understand “political, social, historical, and especially personal 
contexts” (Stake, 1995, pp. 16-17) that influence classroom instruction. The study is bounded by 
a focus on mathematics classroom practice. And yet, I use interviews with non-mathematics 
teachers and community informants to check my interpretations and to situate the case amidst 
broader efforts at education for social change––efforts not generally considered in mathematics 
education research (Valero, 2004). 
In the following sections, I introduce my research site––Beals Community School. I talk 
about how I was introduced to the school and why I chose to study mathematics practice there. I 
describe my data sources, their rationale, and the logistics of data collection. I conclude this 
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section on methods with a description of how I analyzed the data. 
 
Site Selection 
  As earlier argued, it has become clear that progress toward equity requires additional 
and more nuanced understanding of critical mathematics practice in specific contexts. Currently, 
we do not know enough about what efforts at critical practice look like in existing mathematics 
classrooms––particularly non-tracked public school classrooms where fulltime teachers work 
with a wide range of students. As a doctoral student, I participated in a collective of scholar-
activists interested in critical approaches to education and grassroots struggles for educational 
equity. In the spring of 2006, we had the opportunity to visit Beals Community School––a newly 
created public secondary school located in Hampton Park, a diverse neighborhood of Chicago. 
Our visit was coordinated by a fellow doctoral student and guided by Carlos Wu, the schools’ 
Curriculum Coordinator. Carlos was raised in Hampton Park and was instrumental in the design 
and creation of the school (see Appendix A). During our visit, Carlos shared his version of the 
story of the school’s beginnings and mission. According to Wu, Beals was created through the 
collective efforts of longtime neighborhood educator-activists and supported at a grassroots level 
by community members. The school’s mission is college preparation with a social justice 
philosophy––a philosophy aligned with the components of social justice classrooms22 (Bigelow, 
1994) but also developed––and developing––locally. 
                                                
22 Rethinking Our Classrooms (Au, Bigelow, & Karp, 2007) describes eight components of a 
social justice classroom. Such a classroom must be: 1) grounded in the lives of students, 2) 
critical, 3) multi-cultural, anti-racist, pro-justice, 4) participatory, experiential, 5) hopeful, joyful, 
kind, visionary, 6) activist, 7) academically rigorous, and 8) culturally sensitive.  
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Mr. Wu arranged classroom visits where we were encouraged to sit with students and to 
actively participate in lessons. In fact, after our visit, we were asked to provide Mr. Wu written 
impressions about the day’s experiences––including our interactions with students. I visited three 
mathematics classes, Mr. Daniels’ 6th grade, Ms. Myles’ 8th grade, and Mr. Tran’s 9th grade. In 
all three classes, students were engaged in lessons from National Science Foundation (NSF) 
reform-oriented, standards-based textbook series: MiC in 6th and 8th grade, and Interactive 
Mathematics Program (IMP) (Fendel, Resek, Alper, & Fraser, 1996) in 9th grade. Students 
appeared comfortable with classroom visitors, open to interacting with us, and on the whole 
engaged.  After school, community activist and educator Anthony Malden (see Appendix A) 
gave our group a walking tour of the neighborhood. Anthony accompanied the tour with his 
version of the history of local activism and the relationship of that activism––over the long term–
–to the creation of Beals School.  
This visit to Beals left a strong impression on me. I was immediately curious about what 
typical mathematics teaching would look like in a setting where teachers and school leaders had 
deep roots in the community and who also appeared from the outset, to value critical approaches 
to education. For these reasons, I chose to study mathematics teaching at Beals. Additional 
criteria that make Beals School a fertile location for the study of equitable mathematics practice 
include its open enrollment policy, its diverse student population, its resistance to tracking, its 
use of rigorous standards-based mathematics curricula, and its location in a neighborhood with a 
long history of progressive social activism.  
 Open enrollment in this district means that all neighborhood students must be allowed to 
enroll in the school––though other students may apply for admission. As such, unlike charter 
schools that may host similar themes, Beals students live in the Hampton Park neighborhood and 
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throughout the city. Beals serves students typically marginalized in dominant U.S. society–
students from low-income families, recent immigrants, African American students, Asian 
American students, American Indian students, Latina/os, students whose home language is not 
English, students who come from non-traditional families, and special education students. 
Student demographic information for the years of the study is provided in Table 1. During my 
initial visit, Beals was in its first year and served grades six to nine. In each subsequent year, a 
grade was added. Beals currently serves grades 6-12.  
I argued earlier that additional mathematics education research is needed at sites were 
educators are collectively successful in teaching marginalized students. My argument assumes 
that definitions of success are not limited to achievement on standardized exams but more  
Table 1 
Student Demographic Data 
  Racial/Ethnic Background Other Information 
Year Enrollment A/PI B H MR/E NA W LEP LI M 
2006-07 433 4.6 71.6 19.6 2.1 0.2 1.8 8.1 98.8 25.7 
2007-08 556 3.8 74.1 16.2 3.2 0.2 2.5 4.5 91.2 32.2 
Note. A/PI = Asian/Pacific Islander; B = Black; H = Hispanic; MR/E = Multiracial/Ethnic;  
NA = Native American; W = White. LEP = Limited English Proficiency Rate; LI = Low-Income 
Rate; M=Mobility Rate. Categories and data in this table come from annual State Report Cards.  
broadly consider self-determined learning goals of marginalized communities. Because Beals 
had only been in existence for a year and half when I began, I had limited evidence at the 
beginning of the study that Beals mathematics students were successful by either the dominant 
criteria or by criteria defined more broadly. And yet, the history of community organizing that 
led to the schools’ creation, staff commitment to serving all neighborhood students, and the 
  59 
heavy involvement of educators from the Hampton Park neighborhood in the creation and 
operation of the school, boded well for its prospects as a successful site for teaching and 
learning. Because of this history and because the structure and goals of the newly-created school 
appeared supportive of critical mathematics practice as discussed in the literature, Beals School 
was a potentially rich site for the study of equitable mathematics teaching.  
 
Data Sources and Data Collection 
I began data collection at Beals Community School in February 2007 and concluded in 
April 2008. Data were collected in two simultaneous strands. In strand one I gathered 
information about the school structure and climate, the history of the school’s creation, the 
perceptions of parents and community members, and the links between neighborhood activism 
and citywide struggles for educational justice. In strand two I collected data to better understand 
typical practice of Beals mathematics teachers. Some data sources provided information for both 
strands. Table 2 lists data sources by strand. Table 3 lists all interviews. Descriptions of the data 
sources in each strand, their rationale, and collection logistics follow. 
Context sources.  Beals School was chosen for this study because the school’s origins, 
mission, and goals were developed from a social and political context steeped in community 
activism. While the primary focus of this study is classroom mathematics practice, understanding 
the motivations of educators responsible for the school’s creation provides insight into the nature 
of the support for critical approaches to mathematics education at the school. Therefore, one 
source for information about the Beals context was interviews with members of what I describe 
as the school design team (DT): John Hart, Katherine Myles, and Carlos Wu (see Appendix A).  
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Table 2 
Data Sources 
Context Strand Mathematics Classroom Practice Strand 
3 Design team interviews * DTI 6 Initial interviews with mathematics 
teachers  
MTI 
2 Community informant interviews ** CI 4 Focal mathematics teacher second 
interviews 
FTI 
Non-classroom field notes  (≈30 pages) FN Classroom field notes (≈ 650 pages) FN 
2 Parent interviews ** PI 4 Student Focus Groups (n= 23 students) FG 
Beals School proposal (80 pages) BP State Report Cards  
Beals School mission statement  Lesson materials distributed to students  
Beals School & district web sites    
Beals promotional materials    
News articles referencing Beals     
Photos of the site    
Note: * One of these was embedded in an initial interview. **One community informant was 
also a parent. She was counted in both categories but only interviewed once.  
Design team interviews. Interviews occurred during school and lasted about 60 minutes. 
Questions for each team member were adapted as appropriate from the School Personnel 
Interview Protocol (Appendix B). The purpose of these interviews was to understand how school 
leaders view students and the community, and articulate Beals’ mission. I wanted insight into the 
rationale and process Beals’ creation. I particularly wanted to understand the design teams’ 
vision of social justice education. 
Community informant interviews. I sought additional insight into the schools’ context 
through interviews with two community informants (CI): Angela Davis, and Anthony Malden.  I 
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Table 3 
Interview List 
Name Category  Date (s) Data Strand Duration 
Angela Davis C, P 02/01/08 Context 45 minutes 
John Hart DT 07/17/07 Context 45 minutes 
Alana Jones P 11/29/07 Context 45 minutes 
Sarah Kang MT      
Grade 11 
12/05/07 Mathematics practice 45 minutes 
David Lehrer FT     
Grades 6,7 
09/19/07 
03/01/08  
Mathematics practice 45-60 minutes 
Anthony Malden C 01/27/08 Context 105 minutes 
Andrew Michaels MT     
Grades 6, 7 
06/01/07 Mathematics practice 45 minutes 
Katherine Myles DT, FT 
Grade 8 
03/15/07 
02/01/08 
Both 45-80 minutes 
Tuan Tran FT     
Grades 9, 10 
05/29/07 
01/31/08   
Mathematics practice 45-60 minutes 
Bryan Wu FT      
Grade 9 
11/06/07 
01/31/08  
Both 45-60 minutes 
Carlos Wu DT 12/07/07 Context 45 minutes 
8th Grade Group FG1 05/31/07 Mathematics practice 35 minutes 
10th Grade Group A FG2 04/14/08 Mathematics practice 50 minutes 
10th Grade Group B FG3 04/21/08 Mathematics practice 60 minutes 
10th Grade Group C FG4 04/28/08 Mathematics practice 60 minutes 
Note: C=Community informant; DT=Design team member; FMT=Focal mathematics teacher; 
FG=Focus group; MT= Mathematics teacher (non-focal); P=Parent. All names are pseudonyms 
chosen by the participant or assigned by me when the participant had no preference. 
was interested in speaking with people personally experienced with grassroots organizing in the 
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neighborhood––particularly those who know about the conditions of local schools. I wanted to 
find out more about the level of community support for Beals and to understand how a culture of 
neighborhood organizing may have contributed to the schools’ social justice philosophy. One of 
my informants was Anthony Malden, mentioned earlier as our Hampton Park tour guide on my 
first visit to Beals. I selected Anthony to interview because of his knowledge of neighborhood 
organizing, because he attended local schools as a child, and because while he is an educator and 
supports Beals, he works in another area of the city. Thus, I hoped Anthony would be able to 
speak about the wider city efforts at education for social justice. I also hoped that he might be 
able to confirm, disconfirm, or provide a slightly different perspective on aspects of the story of 
Beals than I would received from the immediate stakeholders. I interviewed Anthony at his 
home. The interview lasted roughly 105 minutes. 
 My second community informant was Angela Davis. I interviewed Ms. Davis because 
she is a longtime Hampton Park resident, her children attended local schools, and her grandchild 
attends Beals. I first became aware of Ms. Davis when she visited her grandchild’s middle school 
classroom. Ms. Davis’s work in the office of the Hampton Park Council puts her in close contact 
with community members and their needs. As with Anthony Malden, I hoped that my interview 
with Angela Davis might provide a different perspective for understanding the Beals context. My 
interview with Ms. Davis took 45 minutes and was conducted at her office. Questions for both 
community informant interviews were adapted as appropriate from the Community Informant 
Interview Protocol (Appendix B). These interviews––as well as other interviews in the study––
were audiotaped. 
 Parent interviews. The third category of interviews I conducted to understand the Beals 
context was parent interviews (PI). When I planned the study, I hoped to collect a range of parent 
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views through focus groups. As advocates for equity in mathematics education have noted, the 
voices of parents of marginalized students are rarely––if ever––heard on the subjects of 
mathematics or mathematics education (Martin, 2006). As an outsider to the school, with 
logistical constraints, I was unable to arrange any parent focus groups. However, in an attempt to 
find out what I could from parents, I adapted my focus group protocol to a Parent Interview 
Protocol (Appendix B) which I used to individually interview Alana Jones––a parent of a Beals 
high school student who works in the parent resource room. Ms. Jones and her child are not from 
Hampton Park and therefore she provided the perspective of a parent whose child deliberately 
chose to attend Beals School over a local school in the neighborhood where they live23. In 
addition to interviewing Ms. Jones, I also included questions from the Parent Interview Protocol 
in my interview with Angela Davis––mentioned earlier as a grandparent of a middle school 
student at Beals. I described Angela’s interview in the last section. Ms. Jones was interviewed at 
the school during the school day. Her interview lasted approximately 45 minutes (Table 3). 
 Non-classroom field notes. Beyond interviews, the main source of contextual data I 
collected was field notes on the activities in which I participated––activities that were not 
directly related to mathematics classroom practice. For example, in the spring of 2007 I 
chaperoned 8th grade field trips to the city’s central library in preparation for a history fair, and to 
a local science and industry museum as part of a unit on labor in America. At the end of that 
semester, I chaperoned an overnight, out-of-town camping trip for 8th graders. On observation 
days, I ate lunch with teachers and students, attended assemblies, and attended activities such as 
the history fair. I also attended an in-service day in the spring of 2008 during which staff 
members worked on revisions to the school’s mission statement and where an education 
                                                
23 Ms. Jones was employed at Beals a year after her child first began attending. 
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professor from a local university spoke to staff about the political economy of the local 
educational context. These non-classroom field notes were recorded in the same notebooks as the 
classroom field notes I discuss later. I identified at least 30 pages of non-classroom notes amidst 
680 pages of total notes. 
 Miscellaneous artifacts. I describe the final category of contextual data I used as 
miscellaneous artifacts. These include the initial Beals School Proposal (BP), the school mission 
and vision statements, the school and district web sites, Beals promotional materials available at 
the Neighborhood Council office, flyers sent home with students, news articles about the school, 
and photographs of murals, posters, and bulletin boards in the common areas of the building.  
Mathematics classroom practice sources. The primary data sources for strand two––my 
investigation of mathematics classroom practice at Beals––were interviews with six mathematics 
teachers (MT) and approximately 650 pages of field notes (FN) from over 226 hours of 
observation in four focal mathematics teacher’s (FT) classrooms. I considered two sources of 
secondary data: transcripts of four student focus groups, and publically available state 
achievement data. The sections that follow describe all sources for this strand, their rationale, 
and how they were collected. 
 Mathematics teacher interviews.  I conducted an initial interview with six of the seven 
mathematics teachers working at Beals during the study24. In these interviews I used the School 
Personnel Interview Protocol (Appendix B), adapting questions as needed for each teacher. 
Interviews lasted 45-60 minutes. These were intended to serve as a baseline for understanding 
the background and motivations of these teachers, how they view Beals students and the Beals 
                                                
24 Mr. Daniels––whose teaching I observed on my first visit in 2006––was not interviewed 
because he moved to another school before I had the opportunity to interview him. 
  65 
community, how they understand the school’s mission and goals, and how they view their 
mathematics teaching in relation to these. Initial mathematics teacher (MT) interviews with 
Katherine Myles, Andrew Michaels, and Tuan Tran were conducted in the spring of 2007. Initial 
interviews with Sarah Kang, David Lehrer, and Bryan Wu were conducted in the fall of 2007 
(see Table 3).    
Classroom observation field notes. As previously noted, a primary source of data in this 
strand was field notes I took during extensive observations in the classes of four focal 
mathematics teachers (FT)25. I chose teachers for focused observation based on their experience 
at Beals and their familiarity with the curriculum for the course they taught. That is, I did not 
focus on teachers in their first year of teaching at Beals. Moreover, because non-traditional 
curriculum can be challenging to teach for the uninitiated, I did not observe in classes where 
teachers were teaching MiC or IMP for the first time. My intention was that these criteria would 
allow me to observe typical practice without causing an undue burden on the teachers. In the 
spring of 2007, two teachers met these criteria: Ms. Myles who taught 8th grade mathematics and 
Mr. Tran who taught IMP 2. In the fall of 2007, two additional teachers met the criteria, Mr. 
Lehrer who taught 6th and 7th grade math26, and Mr. Bryan Wu who taught IMP 1. I spent 
between 22 and 120 hours with each teacher. I typically visited the school 2-3 times per week 
and spending 2-5 hours with each teacher. Table 4 provides specifics the duration and frequency 
of focal teacher observations. 
                                                
25 I also observed in Mr. Michael’s class for three periods. 
26 Because of his prior experience with reform-oriented middle school mathematics curricula and 
because of his desire to participate, Mr. Lehrer was chosen as a focal teacher in the fall of 2007 
even though it was his first time to teach MiC.  
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The goal of the classroom observations and related field notes was to understand teacher 
practice from an equity perspective, more specifically, to capture empirical data that might shed 
light on the tensions and dilemmas teachers face in that work and how they negotiate them. In 
field notes I recorded classroom observations, paraphrased classroom dialogue, and descriptions 
of mathematics activities. 
Table 4 
Focal Teacher Observations 
Teacher Duration  Observation Hours 
                        Math Non-math 
Katherine Myles February 2007 to 
October2007 
8th Grade  91 29 
David Lehrer September 20007 to 
November 2007 
6th Grade  34 3 
Tuan Tran March 2007 to December 
2007 
9th Grade (IMP 1) 12 2 
10th Grade (IMP 2) 33 x 
Bryan Wu October 2007 to December 
2007 
9th Grade (IMP 1) 22 x 
   192 34 
Note: Non-mathematics observation occurred in Language Arts, Reading, and Advisory periods, 
and in the case of Mr. Tran, after school. 
Furthermore, I recorded my in-the-moment thoughts and questions as well as notes on 
conversations with students or focal teachers. I typically sat with students at tables or in a desk at 
the back or side of the room. I took notes by hand or using my laptop computer.  
My role in each focal teacher’s classroom was informally negotiated with each teacher 
(Vithal, 2004). This affected data collection in small ways.  When my participation in class 
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activities precluded taking notes, I postponed note taking until after class. In Ms. Myles’ classes I 
primarily acted as an observer, but I frequently answered student questions or engaged students 
in mathematics discussions. I also assisted with tasks such as the collection of materials or 
posting openers on the board. I occasionally tutored students after school. In Mr. Tuan’s classes I 
observed, assisted students, and participated in class discussions. In Mr. Wu’s classes I primarily 
observed, but at times assisted students. Because Mr. Lehrer taught an exceptionally large 6th 
grade class, I assisted him with this group more significantly than I did his 7th grade class. In the 
6th grade class, I assisted students, I worked with small groups, I participated in class discussions, 
I located resources, and on occasion I played a minor co-teaching role. Because of this, we 
decided that I would focus my research activities on his 7th grade class and not his 6th grade class. 
Thus, field notes on Mr. Lehrer’s practice are primarily written about his 7th grade practice.  
The high school teachers had advisory periods in addition to their mathematics periods. 
However, scheduling did not allow me to observe those periods––or when I was present, the 
activities did not warrant extended field notes. Thus, I only recorded notes from two periods of 
Mr. Tuan’s advisory and none for Mr. Wu. In addition to mathematics, middle school teachers 
Ms. Myles and Mr. Lehrer had advisory and language arts responsibilities. Time did not permit 
me to take more that three periods of field notes in Mr. Lehrer’s non-mathematics classes. 
However, because I was able to spend more time with Ms. Myles, and because these periods 
often had a social justice focus, I observed and took field notes in a number of Ms. Myles’ read-
aloud, reading, and advisory periods.   
Focal teacher interviews. After observing for several weeks in each focal teacher’s 
classes, I conducted a second interview with that teacher. These were done during the school day 
and lasted approximately 60 minutes. During these interviews, focal teachers were asked to 
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respond specifically to questions about the Equity Principle outlined in PSSM (2000). They were 
also asked questions that arose from early analysis of field notes and the initial interviews. This 
interview was designed to solicit teachers’ understandings about equitable teaching and to bring 
to the surface possible tensions and dilemmas of their work. 
Student focus groups. As noted earlier, one source of secondary data for strand two was 
student focus groups. These were held in two rounds. The first round took place in the spring of 
2007 and involved nine students (FG1). Six out of the nine were students from Ms. Myles’ 8th 
grade mathematics courses, and two of the nine were 8th graders taking IMP 1 with Mr. Tran. 
The second round occurred in the spring of 2008 and involved thirteen 9th and 10th grade students 
who were most recently students in Mr. Tran’s IMP 2 (FG2, FG3, FG4).  All focus groups were 
conducted at Beals, after school in an empty classroom. All sessions were audiotaped and 
facilitated by me. Teachers were not present. Session length ranged from 35-60 minutes. In all 
groups, I used the Student Focus Group Prompt (Appendix B). The groups were designed to 
capture a range of student perspectives on mathematics and mathematics teaching practice at 
Beals. I wanted to understand the extent to which students make the connection between 
mathematics and social justice and between mathematics education and college preparation. I 
wanted to understand if students noticed differences between their mathematics instruction and 
instruction in other classes. And, I wanted to know how they articulated those differences.  
Achievement Data. An additional source of secondary data for the mathematics-teaching 
strand was publically available achievement data from Beal’s State Report Card for years 2005-
2006, 2006-2007 and 2007-2008. While I consider standardized achievement data on its own to 
be an insufficient source for evaluating student mathematics learning, it is a political reality that 
Beals students must succeed on such measures if the school is to continue its current form. Thus, 
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because this data is the measure of success privileged by both the state and the district, 
qualifying success at Beals cannot be done with consideration of these measures. Because of the 
school’s staggered growth by grade level, all three of these years report middle school 
achievement. The first year that high school data was available was 2007-2008. 
 
Data Analysis 
I began processing field notes as they were collected. After each day of observation I 
revisited my notes, recording and clarifying information that I was unable to record during 
observations. I added personal reflections and questions for follow-up. I also reviewed and took 
notes on contextual artifacts as I collected them including the Beals mission and vision 
statements, the Beals Proposal (BP), and news articles about the school. More substantive 
analysis of the primary sources occurred in ongoing and––at times overlapping––phases. Phases 
of analysis inform and support each other.  
Phase one. In the summer of 2007––after most of my observations of my Ms. Myles’ 
teaching were complete––I coded 110 hours of field notes related to those observations using 
pre-determined descriptive codes (Miles & Huberman, 1994) developed from my focal points for 
equitable teaching (see Appendix C). The code Power, for example, was used to qualify 
instances in the text where power was specifically mentioned or where attention was given to 
making power relations transparent to students. I reviewed the notes multiple times. With each 
pass I expanded, collapsed, and added codes as needed to characterize Katherine Myles’ teaching 
to date. For instance, the Power code was expanded to P-context, P-gain, and P-resist to 
differentiate instances where Ms. Myles directed students attention to (a) social contexts 
involving inequitable power relations, (b) strategies for gaining social power, and (c) ways to 
resist inequitable power relations.  
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As new codes were generated, I added descriptive characteristics as appropriate. For 
example, when the Quality Mathematics code was expanded to QM-process to specify instances 
in the transcript involving teacher support for mathematical processes, I generated a list of 
related characteristics that I would expect to see in an equitable classroom. I coded excerpts in 
which one or more of the characteristics were present as high QM-process. Excerpts in which 
none of the characteristics were present or where the enacted emphasis worked against a 
characteristic were coded as not high QM-process. It was possible for an excerpt to be coded as 
both high quality and not high quality with respect to different characteristics. 
In addition to coding field notes, I transcribed and coded the initial interview with  
Ms. Myles. I generated pattern codes (Miles & Huberman, 1994) from the transcripts by first 
identifying passages of interest and then organizing those passages into common themes. I made 
several passes of the data refining codes with each pass. I used a similar process to code 
transcripts from the 8th grade focus group. After each stage of coding, I entered coded excerpts 
into spreadsheets to facilitate sorting, grouping, and the comparison across sources (Table 5). I 
used the coded data to generate a preliminary list of themes related to how Ms. Myles both views 
and enacts her practice.  
 Phase two. In the fall of 2007, I returned briefly to Ms. Myles’ classroom to observe ten 
more hours of instruction, primarily to further ground, or call into question, initial findings I was 
developing. Using Ms. Myles’ initial interview, field notes related to her practice, and the first 
round of focal group interviews (FG1), I created an analytic memo for Ms. Myles in which I 
began to reflect on themes of her practice and where I noted outstanding questions. I then re-
examined the existing data for observations that supported, added nuance to, or were at odds 
with the themes and the interpretation of Ms. Myles’ practice I was developing. Based on this 
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memo, I adapted questions for Ms. Myles’ second interview.   
Table 5 
Field Notes Spreadsheet Sample Entries 
Note. QM comp = quality math complex; P all = pedagogy all participate; P ind resp = pedagogy 
individual responsibility; SA c act = social agency collective action; SA c build = social agency 
community building. 
To identify tensions and dilemmas, I sorted spreadsheet excerpts by code, looking for 
Code Page Comments and partial quotes 
QM cop 4 Building formulas quiz 1, algebra patterns, next-current formula 
QM comp 14 (NOT) area of a parallelogram, "I will show you all the ways you can 
do it"/draws pictures with altitudes to various sides drawn in for each, 
all have 90º mark clearly shown, altitude shown as dotted line. 
QM comp 112 Plain and iced cookies, writing an inequality to match a story. 
QM comp 124 Immokalee problem set, survey. 
QM comp 133 Opener, “Is there a relationship between height and arm span? How 
would we find out?” 
P all 94 (NOT) Boys calling out, girls silent. 
P all 108 “I know lots of you know, but I am not sure (choral response) is 
helping us all. Let’s keep it to yourself so that those who need more 
time . . .” 
P ind resp 93 “If you don’t have it, I am not chasing after you.” “It is not hopeless for 
anyone.” “It is within you, the capacity to pass math.” 
P ind resp 109 “I don’t want to be the police, I want to help the people.” 
SA c act 79 Teacher pushes students to work on finalizing survey for the 
criminalization of youth project 
SA c act 120 Immokalee workers project, protest, letter writing campaign. 
SA c build 11 Students allowed to explore without adults for part of the [local] 
Museum trip, discussion of trust and responsibility to 
school/group/each other. 
SA c build 11 Advisory, students who stayed behind discussed talk with 
Dean/explained why teachers were being hard on them/KM said all 
could do it, everyone capable/Class made a pledge that they would 
make sure all would make at least a C in mathematics the second 
semester. 
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patterns and exceptions. For example, with respect to the QM-process code, I compared 
situations in which students’ strategies were validated with situations in which student strategies 
were ignored or dismissed. Based on the context, I judged whether discrepancies were anomalies 
or instances of a pattern of similar circumstances associated with contradictory teaching moves 
that represented a tension of practice. I repeated this process with each code. 
I also repeated this process across categories with potential for contradiction. For 
instance, I compared field notes coded as pedagogy supporting “individual responsibility” with 
examples coded as support for “community building.” I then turned to the themes of FTI1 and 
FTI2 to decide whether Ms. Myles’ perspectives and goals resonated with or were at odds with 
the interpretation of the tensions and dilemmas of her practice that I was developing. 
 As I continued to collect data with the other focal mathematics teachers, I repeated 
analysis phases one and two using data collected with Tuan Tran, David Lehrer, and Bryan Wu. 
In phase three, I shifted the focus of analysis from practice data to context data.   
Phase three. Using the pattern code process already established for coding interviews, I 
coded transcripts of interviews with design team members John Hart and Carlos Wu, community 
informants Angela Davis and Anthony Malden, and parent Alana Jones. I reviewed previously 
coded field notes for entries related to context. As I examined both interviews and field notes––
as well as notes from contextual artifacts like the school’s web site and brochure––it became 
apparent that Beals’ story is preceded by a community narrative (Rappaport, 1995), in this case a 
collection of related stories of community organizing in both Hampton Park and the wider city. 
To represent this background narrative, I used the data to create a timeline of social conditions 
and related activism informants described as they discussed the social, political, and historical 
terrain upon which Beals School was created (Figure E1). Key sources for this timeline were my 
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interview with Anthony Malden and field notes from a teacher in-service day in the spring of 
2008 where a local university researcher discussed the current and historical effects of neo-
liberal urban development on communities of color in the city (FN, p. 674).   
While I developed the timeline, I also pulled quotes from the coded context interviews 
and organized them in a spreadsheet so that I could easily sort and group them. I compared 
participant stories looking for both common themes and different perspectives. As I began to 
understand the importance of the generation of Hampton Park youth raised in the 1980s and 
1990s––who later became local educators––I sought additional context information from 
interviews with focal teacher Bryan Wu.  I added relevant data to the spreadsheet. Thus, like Ms. 
Myles who is both a design team member and focal mathematic teacher, Bryan’s data contributes 
to both the context and mathematics practice strands. Analysis of the Beals context continued as 
I generated a list of school strengths and challenges, and drew from the spreadsheet to construct 
the Beals narrative (Dyson & Genishi, 2005, p. 2.) Results from this phase of analysis are largely 
reported in Chapter 4. 
Phase four. After data collection was completed in May of 2008, I next considered both 
context and practice data to develop a sense of the structure, curriculum, and goals of the Beals’ 
mathematics program and how these relate to the perspectives and practice of the Beals’ 
mathematics teachers as a department. In preparation for this I coded the remaining field notes, 
the interview with mathematics teacher Sarah Kang, second interviews with all focal 
mathematics teachers, and the second round of student focus groups (FG2, FG3, FG4). Again, I 
used coding processes already established. I created analytic memos like the one I created for 
Ms. Myles for the remaining focal teachers: Tuan Tran, David Lehrer, and Bryan Wu. And, I 
used the same process I used with Ms. Myles to identify the tensions and dilemmas. 
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Because Ms. Myles was a design team member, she is the primary source for information 
about the initial structure and goals for mathematics education at Beals. As a framework for 
analysis in this phase, I reviewed the data for answers to two questions:  
1. What were the proposed components of Beals’ mathematics program and what 
components were put into practice?  
2. What is the background of Beals mathematics teachers and how do they conceive of 
social justice teaching in a mathematics class? 
I looked for answers to the first question in both the Beals Proposal co-written by Ms. Myles, 
and in Ms. Myles’ interview data. I coded these sources with the categories structure, 
curriculum, and goals for students. I reviewed field notes and interview data for additional 
background. I used the coded data and notes to create and analytic memo describing the school’s 
mathematics program. I sought answers to the second question in the interviews of Beals 
mathematics teachers and in practice-related field notes. I created analytic memos for Mr. 
Michaels and Ms. Kang. I added additional notes to existing memos of the other mathematics 
teachers.  Used the analytic memos to generate a list of mathematics department strengths and 
challenges. Results from this phase of analysis are largely reported in Chapter 4. 
 Phase five. Considering the data from the four focal teachers I decided that the most 
compelling tensions for the purposes of my research existed in the practices of Ms. Myles and 
Mr. Wu. These were the most experienced teachers and the teachers with the most sophisticated 
experience with social justice issues and community organizing. While tensions emerged in the 
practice of Mr. Lehrer, and Mr. Tran, it was difficult to separate tensions of equitable practice, 
from the challenges of novice teaching. Therefore, I only generated full case descriptions for Ms. 
Myles and Mr. Wu.   
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Phase six. In this phase, I created a document that listed the tensions and dilemmas of 
practice for Ms. Myles and Mr. Wu. I added to this list the tensions of practice described in the 
literature by Gutiérrez and by Gutstein. I considered the ways in which all of these tensions were 
similar or dissimilar. I grouped them into similar clusters. I considered each cluster through the 
lens of my focal points for equitable mathematics teaching and identified which focal areas 
addressed the tensions in which clusters. I also tried to consider whether or not my clusters 
address topics not considered in the focal areas. An additional step in this phase was to provide 
some analysis of the ways in which Ms. Myles and Mr. Wu differently negotiate the common 
tension revealed in their practice. Moreover, I use contextual data gathered in the study to 
describe the influence teachers’ personal and political identities may have had on how they 
negotiated that common tension.  
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Chapter 4 
Context 
We realized that to make the greatest impact we had to be with the young people in the 
community. Their minds and hearts were being devastated by schools that treated them 
like garbage. [School] really was the place where that marginalization occurred on all 
these different levels–labeling them from second and third grade. We felt the greatest 
impact had to be made in schools.        
Anthony Malden, Community Informant (p. 23) 
 
We thought of changing the system from within because we felt like there was no way to 
change it from without. So, we became teachers…Mr. Hart and I we grew up together. 
We have neighborhood ties. Mr. Hart and I lived in the building next to Ms. Myles. Mr. 
Strong lived in the same building as well. We were into our 7th year of teaching when we 
said, okay, let’s come together.     
Carlos Wu, Curriculum Coordinator (pp. 1-2) 
 
Mr. Hart said it best. What he wants in this world is justice. And for our students to have 
justice, they need to start on an equal footing. A lot of our students, once they start high 
school, they are already behind the eight ball. They will never get justice because of the 
skills they lack coming in. They just get delegated to a second-class citizenry. So we 
make sure that each of our students is equipped.   
Carlos Wu, Curriculum Coordinator (p. 6) 
 
This neighborhood will live and die by this school. Because there is only so much people 
can push off as far as the gentrification and development and all that. A lot of people 
have had to leave. The people who are staying on, it has to be for a reason, and we want 
to make Beals that reason.      
John Hart, Social Studies Teacher (p. 8) 
 
Mr. Hart and Mr. [Bryan] Wu were two of the teachers that summer. Every day [my 
daughter] came home excited. Last year, if she had a bad day, I don’t remember it. I think 
that made a difference. The fact that those teachers, they were wonderful! I think they 
kind of helped her along. I think even now she tends to gravitate toward them. 
Alana Jones, Parent (p. 4) 
 
Beals is a school where everyone knows each other. The rapport between teachers and 
students is one of the main factors in the success of the school. Standards are set high and 
expectations of the students are clear. When a student enters Beals, the goal of the entire 
staff is to help make him or her into the best student and person possible.   
 2008 District Directory 
 
When stakeholders talk about Beals School, their passion is evident. The epigraphs that 
open this chapter convey a close connection––articulated in interviews––between Beals 
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Community School and the Hampton Park neighborhood. The quotes refer to ongoing historical 
challenges faced by low-income Hampton Park residents including inadequate schools and 
gentrification. Moreover, participants such as design team member John Hart, make a direct 
connection between Beal’s success as a school created for marginalized students, and the 
neighborhood’s continued existence as a diverse, multiracial, multiethnic, and economically 
diverse community. Thus, one vision for Beals is that of an anchoring institution––one that helps 
to stem racialized displacement and provides low-income families a reason to fight to stay in 
Hampton Park.  
This chapter describes the school’s creation and examines its goals and structure in 
relation to two generations of community activism in the school neighborhood and city at large. 
The chapter begins with accounts of the longstanding need for change in Hampton Park Schools. 
I then report on influential collaborations that preceded the school––collaborations that address 
common themes and frame the experiences and resources of stakeholders. After that I return to 
the story of Beals itself, providing details of the school’s creation and character, I report on how 
participants talk about both the school’s strengths and its challenges. The chapter concludes with 
description of the Beals mathematics department––how it is structure, how mathematics teachers 
talk about their teaching, the department’s strengths, and the challenges facing the department.  
A community of practice perspective on learning insists that who we are is intimately 
connected to what we do, and how we see ourselves in relation to others and the world (Wenger, 
1998). At their best, community organizations, schools, departments, and classrooms are 
communities of practice where newcomers learn from experts in a shared and genuinely relevant 
enterprise (e.g. Nasir, 2002, 2006). In this setting, the practices of community activists working 
for social justice and the practices of educators at the school, department, and classroom level 
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overlap. While the broader contextual information offered in this chapter may seem like a 
diversion from classroom mathematical practice, an important broader social justice context 
emerges as I talk to participants and situates the individual teachers featured in the central 
chapters of this paper. It provides insight into how they are supported or constrained in their 
everyday practices.  
 
Why Beals School? 
Opened in 2005, Beals Community School Beals took over an existing school––Wilson 
Middle School––that was by all accounts underperforming. Wilson was closed and Beals 
absorbed many of the students and a few of the staff. This change was a direct result of 
dissatisfaction with the education available to students in the existing neighborhood schools. 
Participants had similar accounts of the historical failure of public schools to provide an adequate 
education. Angela Davis27––longtime community member and grandmother to a Beals student–– 
describes her experiences with local education in the 1980s: 
My son started at Clarendon Elementary28 [in 1985].... [He] would bring his friend home 
to do his homework and I would check it. The S’s would be backwards, the sentences 
wouldn’t be grammatical…. Upon my son leaving Clarendon, I was told by teachers, 
“Don’t send your son to Wilson; don’t do it.” They said Wilson was a bad school. 
[Students] didn’t learn. The teachers treated the kids badly. It was supposed to be gang-
affiliated. (CI, pp. 1-2) 
 
Similarly, community member Anthony Malden describes how Wilson was perceived as failing 
simply because a large percentage of the school’s students were African-American and poor in a 
part of the city with a low percentage of African-Americans. According to Malden, the majority 
                                                
27 Stakeholders mentioned in this chapter are listed and described in Appendix A. 
28 Clarendon Elementary and Beacon Elementary (mentioned later) are neighborhood feeder 
schools. These schools continue to send students to Beals.  
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white teachers at both Wilson Middle and Beacon Elementary could not relate to––or did not 
care about––poor students of color.  
[T]eachers at that time [late1980s and early 1990s] were kind of like the enemy, because 
they were anti-kids-of-color-from-Hampton Park. Most of them were white…and 
garbage, real negative toward the kids. Kids at Beacon would be locked in lockers. The 
Special Ed programs were massive and they were horrible and it was just real negative. 
There were of course some good teachers, teachers who would do good things. [But], it 
was a punitive, negative atmosphere. (CI, p. 21) 
 
John Hart echoes concerns about educational quality, the treatment of African-American 
students, and climate––concerns that were immediately relevant for him as a biracial29 Wilson 
Middle School student: 
Wilson was only like 5 or 6 years old. But, it had already gotten the name, reputation, and 
the stigma attached to it, because it was in Hampton Park and because of the population 
of the kids––you had an 85-90% African-American school in the middle of the North 
Side. So, it just got everything that went with that. (DTI, pp. 2-3) 
 
The literature on urban schooling (e.g. Hand, 2004, 2010; Oakes, 2005; Valenzuela, 1999) 
provides a sense of the challenges to which John alludes when he talks about  “everything that 
went with that”––low expectations for student learning in an institution where teachers were 
predominately white and middle class and where students were predominately low-income and 
African American; didactic instruction; a focus on discipline and control rather than on 
cultivating an environment for inquiry, knowledge production, and agency; an atmosphere that 
expects students to assimilate, leaving their social and cultural selves at the door; and lack of 
attention to the effects of hegemony on student learning. While John describes his personal 
experience at Wilson as generally positive, he is clear that his experience was not the norm.  
I was lucky enough to have a couple of really good teachers. Whereas some of the other 
people…Marcus Strong, he was in another house and had a whole other experience at 
Wilson. [There was] polarization in the school, if you were lucky enough to get into this 
                                                
29 John’s mother is white and his father is African American. 
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house, with this group of teachers, then you were okay. If you weren’t, then you were just 
kind of thrown to the wind. That was of the history of the school. (DTI, pp. 2-3) 
 
Participants narrated similar stories of Hampton Park schools over at least two decades. 
Into the 2000s, Wilson continued to need improvement in a number of areas. “Mediocre test 
scores and high drop-out rates,” were a cause for concern (BP p. 42). School climate and safety 
prevented students from learning. Inconsistencies in teacher quality and a lack of respect for 
students remained. Teachers’ deficit notions of students led to low expectations and a disregard 
for the strengths students brought to school. And, with regard to the project of just change, 
students were not asked to think critically about the world, their place in it, and how it might be 
better. Thus, according to stakeholders, Hampton Park needed a different approach to secondary 
education. The creation of Beals School was a community response to that need. This response, 
however, did not arise in isolation. Before continuing to discuss the school, I take time to provide 
some of the larger context––a context within which both focal mathematics teachers discussed in 
this paper actively participated. 
  
Influential Collaborations in a Movement for Educational Justice 
 
One of the factors that drew me to study mathematics teacher practice at Beals School is 
its relatively unique status as a school created through community activism. On my initial visit, 
leaders emphasized a connection between the school and activism in Hampton Park. However, it 
was not until I spoke with the design team and community informants that I began to understand 
the depth of the local connection and how the goals for Beals are situated with respect to the 
citywide history of educational activism. It became increasingly apparent that the story of Beals 
involves influential collaborations that preceded it and which provide expertise and direction for 
the school today. I came to identify core participants whose experiences are related to collective 
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narratives of the neighborhood and school––narratives linked by participants in the interviews to 
larger citywide movements at specific historical moments. In this section, I present accounts––
gleaned from participants––of notable collaborations. Moreover, I identify common 
characteristics emergent in the stories of these collaborations related to identity, people’s history, 
and movement building.  
Figure 3 represents the scope of the collaborations, coalitions, and movements for justice 
I discuss in this section. It provides an organizing frame for how participants in these influential 
configurations overlap. First, I report broadly on the relationship between citywide organizing 
and neighborhood organizing over key periods. Participants described these events as influential 
in how they understand the challenges of both low-income residents of Hampton Park and 
students at Beals. I then discuss grassroots efforts at educational justice in Hampton Park, 
specifically focusing on a group labeled here as the Respresent/ative Educators––youth activists 
whose grassroots activities provided a number of Beals current teachers with political vision, 
organizing experience, and the desire to pursue careers in education. This is followed with an 
    
  Figure 3. Collaborations that Preceded the Creation of Beals  
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introduction to the Wilson Team whose participants became the Beals Design Team. As I report 
on collaborations that preceded Beals, it is useful to keep in mind the interplay between contexts 
and levels of activism over time. Specific collaborations were most salient at different times. It is 
also worth stressing again that the descriptions of events in this section are a mélange of 
information drawn from multiple interviews and field notes. 
  Citywide and neighborhood organizing. The creation of Beals School did not occur 
ahistorically. According to those I interviewed, work to improve the quality of education for 
Hampton Park children has been an element of social justice activism in the neighborhood and 
wider city for decades. Such activism is publically linked to Beals School in a number of ways. 
For example, the school’s web site states: 
Beals was born out of 25 years of struggle for affordable housing, decent healthcare, and 
education in Hampton Park. Twenty-five years ago, parents all over [our city] began a 
movement to make sure that their children got a world-class education. In Hampton Park, 
even as parents picketed, protested and sued for better housing conditions, they also got 
involved in their children's schools. They formed committees and joined school councils, 
educating themselves so they could demand the best for their children. They fought for a 
Hampton Park high school that would better serve the needs and interests of the children.  
(Beals’ web site accessed 3/10/08) 
Thus, the roots of Beals’ mission and vision are publically associated with activist 
struggles for housing, education, and healthcare. Those associated with the creation of Beals 
were collectively involved in many of these experiences. Over time, this activism involved 
citywide coalition work against racism and inequity. A number of collaborations within and 
between social justice organizations led to the development of the social and political space from 
which Beals emerged. While a detailed history of these collaborations is not directly relevant to 
mathematics practice at Beals, data do link Beals’ social justice mission with this history (FN p. 
675; Malden, CI Interview). Moreover, as I discussed in Chapter 5, this history is a resource for 
social justice practice at Beals. Therefore, I briefly outline relevant conditions and citywide 
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movements for social justice that affected activists in Hampton Park in the decades before the 
creation of Beals. Figure E1 provides a timeline of citywide versus neighborhood conditions and 
activism described by Anthony Malden in his interview and corroborated by other informants 
and field notes30.  
Because of its proximity to scenic geography and easy access to the central business 
district, Hampton Park is located on what has long been desirable city real estate. Before the 
1940s, residents of Hampton Park were overwhelmingly white and wealthy with small pockets of 
non-white servants. Similar neighborhoods, such as South City, existed. From the 1940s to the 
1970s waves of “white flight” (mainly upper- and middle-class) to the suburbs occurred across 
the city. In neighborhoods such as Hampton Park and South City, populations of new immigrants 
and poor, working-class people displaced from other areas of the city grew. Landlords in 
Hampton Park, wishing to increase profits as wealthy families moved to the suburbs, began to 
divide large single-family homes into smaller units. Landlords’ chief concern over this period 
was profit and not the improvement of neighborhoods. Thus, buildings were not maintained. In 
1948 legislation was passed in South City aimed at stemming the tide of what the wealthy 
viewed as “urban blight.” This legislation and other strategies were employed to push poor and 
mostly African-American people out and reclaim the space for development. Soon after, city 
leaders and the wealthy business elite developed a plan for gentrifying the city by the end of the 
millennium. The Century City plan involved gentrification in waves from the central downtown, 
pushing out in all directions. This plan included disinvestment and removal of public housing; 
                                                
30 The history is clearly more complex than I lay out. However, the outline provided by Mr. 
Malden is an indication of how Hampton Park community organizers view the history of their 
struggle. Benchmark successes provide existence proofs that just change is possible. 
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disinvestment in the public education system in favor of policies that supported privatization and 
the establishment of a few elite public schools; and also building policies, including financial 
incentives that supported corporate development over small-business development or community 
investment. Neighborhood “business” councils championed and enacted the plan. To date, parts 
of the plan have been completed; implementation continues. 
Within this context, during the 1960s, marginalized communities from across the city 
(and the nation) began to organize for liberation (e.g. the Black Panthers, the Puerto Rican 
Young Lords, Chicana/o groups). By the mid-1970s, in Hampton Park, there are a number of 
white working- and middle-class organizers, many of whom came from other places to join the 
civil rights and social justice movements. Hampton Park drew for some of these organizers 
because of its high number of poor, whites––many who recently migrated from Appalachia. 
Anthony Malden’s mother and Ms. Myles were among those organizers31.  
One galvanizing event for Hampton Park activism in this period was the battle against the 
building of North City College. The community came together against the project because it 
involved the demolition of larger tracts of low-income housing when other locations were 
available. Many activists saw this scheme as a deliberate plan to displace poor residents of color. 
The college was eventually built, but protest forced the project to be much smaller than 
originally planned, and also ensured that community members would have access to the college’s 
programs and facilities. In another battle of the war against displacement, the community also 
came together against arson-for-profit, monitoring neighborhoods for fires deliberately set by 
landlords who wanted to demolish low-income apartment buildings and eventually flip the 
                                                
31 White organizers followed the directive of the Black Panther Party to organize for justice 
among poor whites, so as to build coalitions among working people.  
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properties to build upscale housing.  
By the late 1970s, the Century City plan was discovered by activists and a citywide 
coalition of groups organized to fight it. This included the Care Coalition, a Hampton Park 
organization in which Ms. Myles and Ms. Malden, among many others, were involved. As one of 
many groups organizing in Hampton Park, the Care Coalition ran a printing press, a free health 
clinic, a community center, and a law center. The Care Center was also instrumental in electing a 
movement-affiliated city council representative. 
Across the city, activists adopted an organizing strategy:  
The strategy was, build up your bases of power and then come together in citywide 
coalitions to join bases of power…. So [organizations] came together to say, “We’ve got 
to fight this plan, and one way we are going to fight it is to take over the mayoral seat. 
[The Century City plan] is coming from that power source. So, we need a new mayor.”  
That became the impetus to elect [a progressive mayor] to stop the Century City Plan and 
make government open to everyone. It was a reaction to these powerful forces of 
gentrification. (Malden, CI, pp. 12-13) 
 
The topic of gentrification was (and still is) important to activists in Hampton Park. 
Disinvestment in the schools as another deliberate strategy to encourage families of color to 
leave the neighborhood so that developers would have easier access to prime real estate. 
However, local residents resisted this tactic. For example, Angela Davis, whose grandson 
currently attends Beals, remembers her reaction to those who encouraged her to send her 
children outside of Hampton Park for their schooling. 
I am not going to send my child across town on a train, bus, or plane for them to go to 
school when there is a school right here! And if that school is not working, it is 
incumbent on me as a parent to make sure it does. So I am going to be there on a daily 
basis…to find out what is going on. I am not having my baby across town and then have 
[them be] so tired he can’t or she can’t do their homework…. That was part of my 
struggle––to make sure whatever institutions are in the community, have those 
institutions work for you. If it doesn’t, shut it down.  (CI, pp. 1-3) 
 
Angela’s view reflects the commitment Hampton Park organizers made to improve the 
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neighborhood in a way that included low-income residents. She acknowledges personal 
responsibility for her children, but also advocates the need for collective action from the 
community. She projects not only a belief in the importance of holding schools accountable, but 
an assuredness that it is possible to hold schools accountable.  
John Hart relays another example of a commitment to holding neighborhood schools 
accountable. In his interview, John talks about how academically successful students of color––
like himself––were often recruited to selective middle schools outside Hampton Park. As a 
young man, he desperately wanted to attend one of those schools, but his mother insisted he stay 
in the neighborhood. He writes about how he ended up at Wilson: 
I was totally knee-deep in “I don’t want to come to Wilson, it’s a bad school and I want 
to go to a better school.” My mother was like, “No you are going to Wilson! This is a 
neighborhood school.” But my mom was like, “No you are going to that school.” (DTI, p. 
3) 
 
Like others in the neighborhood, John’s mother was involved in local organizing and therefore 
committed to the community. John’s mother’s insistence that he go to school in the 
neighborhood suggests a desire to both support local schools and hold them accountable. The 
literature on tracking has shown that separating academically talented students of color from 
neighborhood schools has an overall negative effect (Boaler, 2002; Oakes, 2005). By sending 
John and his brothers to a neighborhood school, his mother exerted control over her children’s 
education in a way that exemplified the importance of community connection. John’s mother 
appears to recognize negative consequences for both the community and youth themselves, when 
the most talented students are lured away and educated by others. Her actions in many ways 
challenged the school to provide a quality education for all children.  
 Like Angela Davis and John Hart’s mother, others in the community and across the city 
recognized the importance of more equitable and higher quality education. After the election of a 
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progressive mayor in 1983, organizers who were concerned with educational issues in the city32 
encouraged a series of educational summits that resulted in significant decentralization of city 
schools, placing both money and decision-making power in locally-elected councils33. Before 
local school councils, organizers worked for change in Hampton Park schools such as Beacon 
Elementary and Wilson Middle, but, having no real power, accomplished little. After the 
reforms, organizers, including parents and community members, won seats on councils and 
instituted changes. Speaking about his experiences Anthony Malden says: 
We brought in this more multicultural flavor into Beacon. We brought in programs, 
artistic programs and other programs students needed. The test scores went up and 
everything was improving. The environment was way better. It flipped from real 
negative, putative to real positive. While I was on the LSC,  [John Hart] started to teach 
there. (CI, p. 29) 
 
While the citywide organizing that brought about opportunities for local control of neighborhood 
schools had uneven results across the city, schools in Hampton Park saw improvements. As 
community members like Anthony Malden and Katherine Myles were elected to local school 
councils34, parents and advocates for neighborhood students gained influence in how the schools 
were actually run. While none of the participants made such claims directly, neighborhood-
                                                
32 For example, the coalition called the Parent Equalizers who fought Mastery Learning that was 
being pushed into city schools such as Beacon, a Hampton Park elementary school. Space limits 
constrain the examples of campaigns I can describe. However, a number of these struggles are 
discussed in subsequent sections of this chapter and in Chapters 5 and 6. 
33 A timeline of the major events in Chicago Public School reform is available through the 
independent newsletter, Catalyst Chicago at http://www.catalyst-
chicago.org/guides/index.php?id=104. 
34 Anthony Malden was elected to the Beacon council when he was 18 or 19. 
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organizing experience may have positioned stakeholders to win school council elections. It can 
also be argued that participation on local school councils provided stakeholders with experiences 
that supported their decision to create Beals School.  
Represent/ative Educators. Community organizing in the Hampton Park neighborhood 
has been a multigenerational phenomenon. One generation of activists has had particular 
influence on the character and climate of Beals School. This group, which I call the 
represent/ative educators, grew up together in the Hampton Park neighborhood in the 1980s. 
They participated together as organizers and leaders in a number of community-based youth 
programs during the 1990s and they went on to careers in education. Playing on the hip hop 
sense of the term represent, I label these educators as represent/ative because they both speak for 
their neighborhood and generation––the initial generation from which hip hop music emerged––
and because as a group, their racialized, ethnic, and class backgrounds––as well as their local 
knowledge––mirrors the experience of many current Beals students. Because characteristics of 
represent/ative educators’ personal histories and identities overlap with Beals students, they are 
uniquely positioned as mentors and role models. They provide students with both mirrors of 
their own identity, and windows to possible future selves35. Appendix A includes descriptions of 
some of these youth activists. Their history gives a feel for the history of the larger set of youth 
leaders involved and the environment that they were able to create––a self-determined and 
                                                
35 Galda (1998) has written about the ways literature can act as both mirror and window, 
validating experience and exposing one to new experience. The mirror and window metaphor has 
been taken up more broadly in discussions of how learning contexts affect identity––particularly 
for marginalized students (see Gutiérrez, 2007). 
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empowering environment linking youth needs with support for the development of student 
consciousness and praxis. 
Growing up in the 1980s and 1990s, the Respresent/ative Educators became involved in 
the history of organizing in Hampton Park through creating and running: youth sports leagues, 
the Rise and Shine Program, the Respect Awareness Program, an after-school program at North 
City College––and the most ambitious undertaking, Youth on Youth (see Appendix C for 
descriptions of these programs). Anthony Malden describes the represent/ative educators’ 
participation in these undertakings. 
We saw ourselves as part of a continuation of struggle in Hampton Park. We didn’t know 
exactly what that would look like. It just became working with youth. This is how we can 
contribute and where we can definitely be very effective. (CI, p. 25) 
 
These activities provided represent/ative educators with authentic organizing, activist 
leadership, and pedagogical experiences at quite a young age. For example, when Anthony 
Malden and Jason Hart and others wanted to organize an after-school program involving 
homework help, dialogues on the problems of neighborhood youth, and sports, they responded to 
a number of challenges. Anthony tells this story: 
North City College wouldn’t give us access to the gym or to the pool. So we organized an 
actual sit-in in the President’s Office….When they built North City they said the 
community will have full access to stuff like this. We had to hold them accountable to 
that right. So we had a sit in of like over 100 people and it was like 60 or 70 youth. Just 
kids who were in our program by then. And the about 15 of us teens and then 15 or so 
parents and other adults. It was like ’90 or ’91. So we went in there and it was an 
awesome day! We broke up into teams of like 15 and we entered through different doors 
and we all converged in there. And a couple weeks later we had access to North City 
College. They gave us like 2 or 3 classrooms and there were like 30 or 40 kids per 
classroom. And I would run one and Jason Hart  and some other guy would run one. Well 
that became the impetus for Youth on Youth.…We all wanted to see if there was a way to 
show how school could be. (CI, p. 20) 
 
After their success at North City College, represent/ative educators began conducting 
their own political education classes. Later, they formed Youth on Youth, a summer program to 
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for local youth that lasted in some form for over 10 years. Youth on Youth by all accounts 
pointed them toward careers as educators. John Hart gives his perspective on the group: 
About ‘92, myself, Marcus Strong, Carlos Wu, his brother, my brother, we wanted to get 
into the schools. We had done some extracurricular recreational stuff with the kids in the 
community, this is while we were in college…so we really just started doing all these 
extra things with the kids and then we came up with the idea. “Let’s try to get in the 
school, not teaching, but in the summer program.” We created this summer program 
called Youth on Youth, college workers from the community, who came into the school 
and worked with kids doing social, recreational, academic programs in the summer.    
(DTI, pp. 3-4) 
 
Anthony Malden describes the spirit behind the program and its influence, “We wanted 
to show that we could inspire [neighborhood kids] to do academics. And that like inspired us to 
become teachers. It became the training ground for us to become teachers” (CI, p. 22). Amidst 
the planning for Youth on Youth, represent/ative educators visited the organization Rethinking 
Schools in Milwaukee36. According to Wu and Malden, this was one of the experiences that 
helped them see the potential of alternative approaches to education––approaches counter the to 
dominant perspective which champions individual achievement over collective effort, privileges 
competition over cooperation, and often portrays inequity as part of the natural order of things. 
This visit helped to convince the Represent/ative educators that they had the resources and 
expertise to take on educational projects in Hampton Park. As Anthony Malden puts it, 
We felt like where we came from was even more powerful because we are in the belly of 
the beast among organizers connected to the Panthers and we already had Local School 
Councils37, so why can’t we do this stuff?  (CI, p. 29)  
 
John Hart emphasizes how such efforts prepared himself and Carlos Wu for initiating the 
                                                
36 For more information see Rethinking Schools, http://www.rethinkingschools.org/index.shtml. 
37 For the history of Local School Councils in Chicago see Bryck, Sebring, Allensworth, & 
Luppescu (2010). 
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push for Beals. Referring to the various activities of the represent/ative educators, he asserts: 
All that stuff really stuck with us you know. And so when the day came for Beals, we 
were really kind of “ready in theory.” In theory, these are the kind of people we want in 
our school. This is the kind of commitment that it takes and the kind of passion. (DTI, p. 
7) 
 
The atmosphere of community organizing in Hampton Park nurtured the represent/ative 
educators and steered them toward careers in schools. Their identities as legitimate participants 
in organizing campaigns and necessity-driven activism, as well as their experience with more 
democratic, equitable pedagogy, uniquely position the represent/ative educators who became 
associated with Beals School. In the data, represent/ative educators stressed that their 
commitment to Beals and their goals for students are reflected in the fact that when they view 
students, they see themselves. They understand what it is like to grow up in the Hampton Park 
neighborhood from personal experience and want their students to have better experiences. Mr. 
Hart describes an incident that happened to a friend while attending Wilson Middle: 
The counselor at Wilson told Mr. Strong he would never graduate from high school–
never graduate [original emphasis]. This was the counselor of this school! …We were in 
8th grade. I said, “That’s terrible man, that’s bogus.” Now, we didn’t run and tell his 
mom. You know that’s what kids do. What they experience in class and what people say 
to them, nobody ever finds out about this stuff. Well, to know that that happened to him 
makes me say, you know, “I’ll never say that to a kid.” I may get mad at you, or I may 
say something. But, I am not going to say something [like what] was said to my 
friend…those experiences, because I know [them], that makes our school. (DTI, p. 13) 
 
According to Mr. Hart, such incidents drive represent/ative educators’ desires to provide a more 
supportive and relevant education for the next generation.  
In their interviews, represent/ative educators John Hart, Carlos Wu, and Anthony Malden 
shared similar stories of the difficult conditions they experienced as youth in Hampton Park and 
their collective response to those challenges. Moreover, during the classroom-based portion of 
the study, I observed represent/ative educator Bryan Wu (Carlos’s brother) share similar 
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experiences with his students. Bryan Wu told stories and answered students’ questions about 
poverty, gangs, and his parents’ language difficulties as he was growing up. As I will discuss 
more fully in Chapter 6, students engaged in these discussions with great interest. In these 
moments, it was often clear that such stories were part of an overarching Beals lore familiar to 
students––a legacy drawing on not only Bryan Wu’s experiences, but also on those of the other 
represent/ative educators. As I will discuss, the experiences Bryan shared with students helped 
establish a culture of trust that permeated the classroom and was observable in student efforts to 
take on educational challenges they might not otherwise have attempted.  
The overlap between students’ experiences and the experiences of the represent/ative 
educators helps students relate to their teachers and at the same time helps teachers relate to 
students. Teachers’ local experiences positioned them both to understand neighborhood students 
and presumably to be more effective teaching them.  For example, John Hart speaks about how 
growing up in Hampton Park helps him relate to students. He describes what it was like to be 
poor and black and living right next to rich white people: 
There has always [emphasis in the original] been a gentry in this neighborhood to say, 
“we want this.” So you put a kid like that in a situation where you have the struggles of 
living in a pocket of poverty and then you have these condo people. That kid is coming 
up in a whole different sense…it is not just you grow up hard, but you grow up in a 
situation where people don’t want you here. (DTI, p. 14) 
 
As John conveys it, the challenges of living in poverty are exacerbated in Hampton Park by both 
the proximity to wealth and forces actively trying to push low-income youth and their families 
out of the neighborhood. John’s expresses his reasons for teaching at Beals as more than a 
general desire to work with low-income kids:  
I don’t know if this would happen anywhere else. I think it’s the kids. I mean they are 
just, you know, people say, “I see myself in you.”  I really do see myself in all of them, 
the really rough kids, the distant kids, the introverted kids, the extroverted kids, and the 
Latino kids. That’s part of who I am too. (DTI, pp. 26-28) 
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John sees himself in his students and sees his students as representative of his Hampton Park 
experience. This keen sense of his identity as directly related to Hampton Park is also a common 
trait among other represent/ative educators. They are bound by shared struggles, racism, and 
poverty, but their histories are also bound through the purposeful activities they shared as youth 
and by the project of creating a positive atmosphere for youth in Hampton Park today––one that 
encourages them to look beyond their neighborhood, but not abandon it. The represent/ative 
educators would not all consider themselves activists or organizers today. In fact, as will later be 
discussed, this is a tension within the school. However, the incubator of community activism in 
the neighborhood provided a space for the represent/ative educators to develop a collective 
agency which ultimately led them not only to careers as educators but to teaching in the 
neighborhood where they grew up. 
The fact that such experiences led to so many local youth becoming teachers is not lost 
on other generations of Hampton Park activists. Speaking of the represent/ative educators she 
knew as they grew up in the neighborhood, Angela Davis is adamant: 
For people to point their fingers and say, “these kids can never learn” it proved a point. 
Not only did they learn, they went to school got an education and came back to teach kids 
now at Beals…. It’s a beautiful thing! (CI, pp. 3-4) 
 
Ms. Davis sees the represent/ative educators as providing counter-stories (e.g. Martin, 2009) to 
dominant narratives of failure surrounding urban students of color. Moreover, she recognizes the 
collective power of represent/ative educators’ choices to return to Hampton Park to teach. This 
power is central to the collective effort to create Beals, and important to its current character. 
The Wilson Team. Immediately prior to the creation of Beals, Katherine Myles, Carlos 
Wu, and John Hart collaborated on the same team as teachers at Wilson Middle School. None of 
these teachers originally sought careers in education. However, driven organically by local need 
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and their respective skills, these community activists––two of whom were represent/ative 
educators––decided to focus on education and earned teaching degrees. Their experiences with 
neighborhood organizing gave them common ground on which they drew heavily. The Wilson 
Team came together after Katherine Myles, Carlos Wu, and John Hart had taught for several 
years in different schools.  
Our idea was to start a small school [within Wilson] with some of our philosophy…. It 
didn’t come to fruition…but … we were on the same 6th grade team. We started doing 
our thing. As we kept teaching, we kept our own data. Ms. Myles was really good at 
keeping the data…. Iowa scores, [state achievement] scores, things like that. You’ve got 
to understand how well your students are doing. We wanted to make sure that what we 
were doing was effective. If what we were doing was different than what the rest of the 
school [did] and if our test [scores] weren’t matching up, then we would have to look at 
the data and say, what’s going on? What’s wrong? What can we do? (Wu, DTI, p. 5) 
 
The Wilson Team was successful by standardized measures of achievement. When team scores 
were disaggregated from the rest of the school, students on the team made marked gains. 
According to Carlos Wu, “We really focused on reading and math. We infused reading and 
mathematics throughout the whole day” (DTI, p. 3). For mathematics, each teacher started the 
day with a 15-minute morning mathematics activity designed to reinforce concepts students were 
studying in their mathematics class and to emphasize that mathematics is important to even the 
non-mathematics teachers. Moreover, each team teacher oversaw one period a week of 
mathematical problem-solving activities. The team’s approach to reading also included extended 
time. Teachers combined use of a whole-language approach and authentic assessment with 
skills-based instruction. Most importantly, the team tried to make the curriculum meaningful:  
We used novels…nobody else [at Wilson] was using novels, and we really worked on 
making discussion real and relevant to our students…. We did a lot of projects with 
students and [projects were] infused in almost everything that we would do. 
 
We [did] a lot of writing, extended responses. At the same time, we still did quizzes, 
vocabulary, the basic stuff we knew our kids needed besides the analytical meanings of 
what they were studying. (Wu, DTI, p. 5)  
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For the Wilson Team, making content relevant for students involved the incorporation of social 
justice themes into lessons. This was another difference between the team’s approach and that of 
teachers at Wilson. Mr. Wu talks about social justice as a focus of both social studies and 
language arts instruction. This was not only a way to expose students to history, but a means for 
helping students connect the conditions of their lives using that history and for helping students 
to develop a sense of their own capacity to be agents of change. Mr. Wu describes this goal: 
We wanted to instill in our students that there is a reason why things happen. You should 
understand that there is a way this world can be better and these are some of the things 
people had to go through to bring what we have now, like the civil rights marches, 
making unions. It kind of grounded some of our students––saying okay, people had to get 
down and dirty to make sure these things happened…. There was something real to that. 
And, one of the things we all agreed on was unless our students saw the relevancy of 
what they were learning, they are not going to connect as easily. We tried to make as 
much of our teaching as relevant as possible. (DTI, pp. 4-5)  
 
According to Mr. Wu, one way they made their teaching relevant was to engage students in non-
trivial topics such as gentrification, immigration, and media bias: “Those are the things that you 
don’t just normally talk to kids about,” but they are real (DTI,  p. 5). Mr. Wu acknowledged that 
social justice themes were not always immediately relevant to students. Units had to be carefully 
developed by teachers to help students make connections. For example, students did not initially 
respond to Growing Up in Coal Country (Bartoletti, 1996)––a book about the struggle for union 
rights among coal miners. However, Mr. Wu relays how teachers worked to make the material 
both accessible and meaningful: 
Once we started breaking it down, how old [the characters] were, our kids were the same 
age; what kinds of jobs they had to do; their home life. Our students saw parallels to that 
even though they weren’t living in shacks or doing the exact same work, time changed, 
but the situation hasn’t quite changed that much. And it became one of the most powerful 
books the kids read. That’s a part of teaching. A lot of teachers just teach the book, look 
for the facts. We looked deeper, trying to connect the stories to our students’ lives. (DTI, 
pp.4-5) 
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As Mr. Wu describes it, this unit and others planned by the Wilson Team tapped into students’ 
existing conceptions of injustice in their lives and the lives of those around them. At the same 
time, the units provided examples of organized and collective efforts that made a real difference 
for those facing similar conditions. They team created an academic environment open to 
possibility and linked directly with historical actions that have improved material conditions. 
 The team’s work to help students connect curriculum to their lives was supported by the 
team’s efforts to understand students as learners, and by the united approach team members took 
toward helping students understand and meet academic goals. According to the Carlos Wu, 
students on the Wilson team really liked to perform. Therefore, teachers used role-playing as a 
pedagogical tool. Moreover, the team incorporated this love of performance into the options for 
assessment. Students demonstrated their learning authentically in assemblies and culminating 
projects. Mr. Wu describes the expectations the team had for the quality of student work: 
We were hard on our students. To get an A meant you earned an A. It meant you far 
exceeded everything we asked you to do. We always referred back to the report card. C 
meant you did what was asked of you. Bs and As meant you went above and beyond. 
(DTI, p. 7) 
 
Team teachers not only expected a lot from students, they worked toward consistent expectations 
across the team. Teachers stressed that their influence is more powerful when it comes from the 
whole team. Mr. Wu distinguishes this approach from the pedagogy of other teachers at Wilson. 
Throughout [Wilson], there were teams. But, each specific teacher had different 
dynamics that didn’t [work] as a team. When you went from Mr. Hart’s class to mine to 
Ms. Myles’s class, it was all the same. You were treated the same way. You could be a 
star in mathematics but if you weren’t holding your weight in social studies, you are not 
going to be a star. Everyone was accountable for the exact same thing in all three 
classrooms. That way it made it easy. (DTI, p. 8) 
 
Given the literature on effective instructional practice and middle school teaming (e.g. Mertens, 
Flowers, Anfara, & Caskey, 2010), it is not surprising that students on the Wilson team benefited 
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from the consistent environment the team established. The literature also indicates that the longer 
teams work together, the more effective they can be (Flowers, Mertens, & Mulhall, 2000). 
Therefore, the fact that Ms. Myles, Mr. Wu and Mr. Hart, had prior experience in working with 
each other through neighborhood organizing, may have contributed to their success. 
Furthermore, specific aspects of their personal and cultural identities may have provided 
supports for their collaboration that were not available to other Wilson teams. For example, two 
of the three teachers on Wilson team share similar background and life experiences with their 
students. Both Mr. Wu and Mr. Hart are racialized as non-white, they were both raised in low-
income households in the Hampton Park. Both are native speakers of the everyday language of 
the neighborhood, and both are intimately familiar––from their own experiences and that of 
friends––with the conditions that affect the lives of local youth. Mr. Wu faced childhood 
challenges of learning English though his parents do not speak English and of negotiating a 
cultural environment different from his parents’ home culture. Such experiences position Hart 
and Wu for close connection with students and their lives. Because the Hart and Wu share life 
experiences with students, their understanding of what may be and may not be relevant to them 
is likely to be quite accurate. At the same time, Ms. Myles is a longtime neighborhood resident 
with close personal ties to Wu and Hart that may have given her cultural credibility that she 
otherwise might not have had. Moreover, Ms. Myles’ experience as an activist may have guided 
Wu and Hart, making them more willing and able to take on certain issues.  
Commonalities. In many ways, Beals School represents a legacy of the social justice 
collaborations that preceded it. As participants described different aspects of the most influential 
collaborations, common emphasis on the importance of movement building, people’s history, 
and identity emerges. For example, while all of the collaborations had their own goals––some 
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concrete and others broader––they also placed emphasis on key components of movement 
building. That is, they worked to connect their own work with historic social justice efforts and 
with the contemporary social justice activism of others. And, they worked to develop skills of 
democratic organizing for those within their sphere of influence. These are aspects of the 
approach of the Wilson team that are also present in participant accounts of Hampton Park 
activism––for instance in the Respect Awareness program or the after-school program at North 
City College (Appendix D). The Wilson Team had students study social change movements like 
the labor movement and the civil rights movement to help them understand themselves and their 
own experiences. Thereby, they also helped students understand that ordinary people can make a 
difference in their circumstances if they analyze, organize, and act. However, students not only 
studied the history of movements, they also developed skills that are useful for organizing. They 
were expected to locate and critically analyze information, but also honed their ability to convey 
their analysis to others through presentation and performance.  
Participant accounts across the collaborations emphasize people’s history. Telling stories 
of local struggle and the response to that struggle is part of the organizing and movement 
building process. Such stories are important because they help participants make sense of their 
work and put it into a broader perspective. They also highlight everyday people as makers of 
history and provide a sense of what that work entails, from grassroots door-on-doors canvassing 
to study groups to protests. The stories are a lens for understanding the past, but also for 
imagining the possibilities of future organizing. They move the idea of organizing into the sphere 
of normal activity. During the study, those I interviewed and observed told stories of various 
campaigns or struggles to me, to students, and to each other. The importance of people’s history 
to the worldview of the founders of the school was brought home to me from my very first visit–
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–before I knew anything about the school or had research plans. One of the day’s activities 
involved a guided walking tour of the neighborhood that included stories of various struggles 
from an activist perspective.  
A third commonality in the stories about the collaborations that preceded Beals is the 
importance of identity––especially the idea that those from marginalized communities should 
have a greater voice in the social systems that affect them. Also apparent was the importance of 
coalition work as a way to gain power without necessarily having to compromise a group’s way 
of being in the world. With respect to activism and the schools, the multicultural flavor that 
emerged at Beacon Elementary reflects the desire to build a school where different voices are 
valued and where students can participate collectively in ways that do not require them to give 
up their cultural selves. This respect for difference and the strength it brings to a community is 
demonstrated in many of the other successful collaborations highlighted in this section. For 
example, Hampton Park, activists organized across the racialized identities of neighborhood 
residents to achieve collective goals despite the highly segregated nature of the city as a whole. 
At the city level, coalitions between groups with different racialized backgrounds were able to 
work together on issues of common importance. They effected citywide change to a greater 
degree than any group working alone had been able to accomplish to that point38. Thus, those 
who founded Beals School had strong experience with providing spaces for different voices to be 
heard and with organizing across diversity. Such experiences surely support their capacity for 
developing a school with social justice goals.  
                                                
38 I am aware that this condensed narrative glosses over conflicts that surely occurred in these 
coalitions, but for example the ability to hold a multi-ethnic, variously racialized coalition of 
people together in order to elect progressive mayor in 1983 is remarkable.  
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Beals School 
In 2004, the district decided to close Wilson Middle School and to replace it with a high 
school. The decision was part of an agreement between the school district and the city that called 
for 100 new schools in Chicago by 201039. An operator for the new school was to be selected 
through a competitive process. Wilson Team teachers John Hart, Katherine Myles, and Carlos 
Wu––in consultation with others––put together a plan for Wilson Middle to be replaced with a 
secondary school serving grades 6-12. The new school would focus on both college preparation 
and social justice with a simply-stated yet ambitious initial mission: “Our school will be 
dedicated to helping students focus on the path to college, connect to their community, and 
commit to making the world a better place” (BP, p.1). Importantly, while students would be 
allowed to apply to Beals from throughout the city––the school would remain dedicated to the 
education of neighborhood children40. Katherine Myles describes the intention: 
We made the school for kids from Hampton Park mainly…. Over the years, Hampton 
Park has [had] really smart kids who haven’t been served by the schools here. There have 
been low expectations, including [at] Wilson Middle. And then a lot of the kids would go 
on to [a local high school] where they weren’t exactly welcomed…. And so they were 
often pushed out for things like too many tardies or whatever. So Beals is meant to be for 
them…[a] school that was college prep but was not selective, so that just that kid who 
you know has a good heart and is willing to put in some effort can get enough help and 
enough support that they can really get ready for college. I think that came from an 
experience that John and Carlos and I had with the first group of kids we taught at Wilson 
Middle…. that’s who they were. Not to say that they were all good students, but they 
were all good kids…. [Y]ou could really see a school like Beals being that thing that 
sprang them into the future. (DTI, pp. 26-27) 
 
                                                
39 For description and critique of the plan see Ayers & Klonsky, 2006; Lipman & Haines, 2007. 
40 This was not the case with many other schools in the district program under which Beals was 
created. The inaccessibility of schools to neighborhood students is a point of contention with 
respect to the program (Lipman & Haines, 2007).   
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As John Hart describes it, creating the proposal, seeking community support, and doing 
the organizing necessary to gain acceptance was a collective effort. 
We all had roles in the beginning, like I was the poster child, right? I am from the 
neighborhood. I went to the schools. I teach at the school. I am part of the design team. I 
fill more than that [role], but we all had designated roles. Carlos was more the bridge 
between the academic stuff and the social history of the community––coming from Hong 
Kong––the cultural experience plus his learning English. He had his role. And Ms. 
Myles, coming from the Ivy League and her background with community organizing, that 
kind of “never say die” [approach], and her experience in life41.  (DTI, pp.8-9) 
 
The team sought assistance as needed, including assistance from outside Hampton Park: 
We didn’t have a principal…. None of us had taught high school and so then we had to 
go out and reach out a little bit more and find people who could help us put this together. 
That’s how we found the principal, that’s how we found a couple high school teachers 
and from then we kind of had this nucleus or this little small group. (Myles, DTI, p. 8) 
 
In developing the proposal, the design team drew on their collective experience relying heavily 
on factors that made the Wilson Team successful. Thus, the proposal places significant attention 
on reading, writing, the research process, and mathematics. John Hart emphasizes both the 
gatekeeping role of mathematics and the centrality of writing: 
Writing is super huge, super huge! We feel like mathematics will get you into college, 
but writing will get you out of college [emphasis original]…. It doesn’t matter what you 
want to major in or what you want to become. We know [mathematics and writing] are 
two things kids hate most. Why? Because, they are the hardest. (DTI, pp. 22-23) 
 
In concert with a curricular focus on reading, writing, research, and mathematics, the plan calls 
for instruction geared toward “developing critical thinking, building problem-solving skills, 
learning to use current technology, and analyzing information from multiple perspectives” (BP, 
p.1). In the middle grades, additional class time is to be devoted to mathematics problem solving 
each week. Moreover, the proposal calls for student-centered teaching methods with 
mathematics courses using reform-oriented texts; science courses using hands-on activities; and 
                                                
41 Ms. Myles is close to a generation older than Mr. Hart and Mr. Wu. 
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social studies, history, reading, and literature courses focusing on the analysis of multiple 
perspectives, primary sources, and novels. In an effort to build school community, designers 
envisioned teachers looping through multiple grades with the same kids42. Furthermore, students 
would participate in a daily advisory period in which they would receive academic support and 
participate in interdisciplinary investigations into social questions. To improve the climate for 
learning and make the school “a haven from negative elements in the outside world, and also a 
place where students feel their own issues can be addressed,” a “comprehensive conflict 
resolution program” was proposed in the form of a peer jury system. 
Compared with other proposals submitted for the new school––a vocational-technical 
school and a military academy––Beals had community support, including the backing of the 
neighborhood’s city council representative. Moreover, the fact that the proposal came from 
longtime neighborhood residents helped it gain approval. For example, Angela Davis supported 
the project in part based on her previous relationships with the design team: “I sent [my 
grandson] to Beals because I was on the ground floor of the different hearings that they had. I 
know the people…I knew them when they were little” she reports––referring to stakeholders 
such as Carlos Wu and Marcus Strong (CI, p. 3). “Katherine and I had our old stomping grounds 
together,” she adds––referring to Ms. Myles and the organizing they both did (CI, p. 11).  
And yet, despite community support, some opposed the proposal, particularly because it 
came from teachers at Wilson, a school that was by multiple measures unsuccessful. Others 
resisted the program because they were not eager to see what they considered the agenda of their 
political opponents gain greater institutional foothold. Carlos Wu describes how the design team 
                                                
42 This structure has not been implemented because of variations in middle school enrollment 
and certification limitations among the existing faculty. 
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gained district support: “What won them over was they went into our classroom and saw how we 
taught. They actually saw the [pedagogy] in action versus words on a piece of paper (p. 9).”  
During the study––except for teachers moving from grade to grade with students––the 
organizational structures outlined in the proposal were in place. Moreover, in the classes and 
extracurricular activities that I observed, teachers worked to put into practice curricular and 
instructional approaches advocated in the proposal. For example, all students have an advisory 
period that includes social justice discussion each week. At the high school, the responsibility for 
creating the weekly discussion topics rotates among the academic departments. In the middle 
grades, students take part in morning mathematics and weekly problem solving. Beals High 
School uses an integrated problem-centered mathematics series and both the middle and high 
school mathematics texts privilege conceptual understanding over a disconnected focus on rules 
and procedures. At both levels, Beals emphasizes reading, writing, and research. In the annual 
History Fair, students research historical topics of local interest and present their findings. 
Taking up the theme of people’s history, students often interview local stakeholders and 
community activists for their projects. In addition, role-playing and other performance-oriented 
pedagogy continue. In fact, Mr. Hart is the co-sponsor with Bryan Wu of the school’s popular 
theater group. Just as the social justice curriculum was centered in the social studies and 
language arts classes on the Wilson Team, it is most frequently seen at Beals in the social 
studies/history and reading/literature classes.  
Outside of the classroom, Beals School provides a number of services geared to the 
specific needs of neighborhood students. There is a health clinic and dental care at the school. 
Communication with the parents of the many students who are homeless and/or living in local 
shelters is a priority. Parents in general are welcome in the building and have their own dedicated 
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meeting space. From the time students enter the school and continuing through their enrollment, 
the school provides resources for students and families related to paths to post-secondary 
education. Information on colleges is posted throughout the building.  
The theme of social justice distinguishes Beals’ mission and vision and from most other 
public schools in the city. In the last months of data collection, I was present when the faculty 
revised the schools’ mission and vision as follows (FN, p. 674).  
Our mission is to provide our students a relevant student-centered college preparatory 
curriculum of the highest standards with the principle of social justice infused in all areas. 
Our goal is to prepare our students to become life-long learners equipped to successfully 
accomplish their individual life’s mission while promoting social justice.  
 
Beals realizes the potential for social growth and academic learning in the diverse 
community of Hampton Park. We envision an academically nurturing and safe-school 
environment that gives our students the opportunity to pursue their goals. Students, 
through their experiences at Beals, will practice self-discipline, pursue a rigorous 
education, and understand the principles of social justice and learn how to connect them 
to advance equity in all aspects of society. (Beals Vision Statement, accessed from the 
Beals web site 1/06/2009) 
 
The revised statements convey social justice themes from the original proposal. And yet, the 
revision process was an opportunity for the design team and the faculty and staff who joined 
Beals after the proposal to reach consensus on, and recommit to the goals for the school. Social 
justice themes in Beal’s mission and vision are enacted at the school through engagement with 
issues that affect students, the Hampton Park Community, and the world. For example, students 
engage topics such as gentrification and its effects on low-income residents of the Hampton Park 
community, racism and its connection to gentrification, the criminalization of youth of color, 
immigration, school funding, access to education, unemployment, and healthcare. Efforts are 
made to tie these larger issues to the broader social and political world. This happens in specific 
courses and in advisory periods, but is in a broader context. For example, first year mathematics 
teacher Sarah Kang describes how Beals looks different from other schools. 
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If you just walk around the school it is so different from another high school. Another 
high school would just have flyers up, posters about random activities or extra curricular 
activities, which is normal in a high school. But even in the lunchrooms and just on the 
walls around the school you will have bulletin boards saying, “Should Columbus Day be 
celebrated?43”… We have banners across the school…“Don’t be a bystander, be an 
upstander!” Or, “A teacher can change one student, but a student can change the world.” 
(MTI, p. 19) 
 
At the beginning of the year, the whole school spends the opening week on activities with a 
common social justice theme. “We definitely encourage students to talk about what is going 
on… another high school wouldn’t do that. We are doing this because we are a social justice 
school” (p. 19). In 2007, the theme for the opening unit was “Hope and Hopelessness.” 
According to Ms. Kang the goals of the unit were 
to identify what makes us feel hopeless. I think that is a big step just to identify that 
stuff… these kids deal with so many things but don’t really talk about it too much. To put 
it out there and recognize that we know and we understand and so after you identify what 
does make you hopeless––instead of being depressed––let’s try to be proactive and try to 
abolish those causes of the hopeless feeling. Turn it into hope. (MTI, p.19) 
 
Central to efforts such as the Hope and Hopelessness Unit is a desire to help students develop a 
sense of belonging–belonging to the school community (personally, culturally, and 
academically), belonging to and taking responsibility for the neighborhood, and belonging to the 
larger world in a sense that they are also responsible to it and can make a difference in it. It is 
within this wider context that mathematics teaching and its relationship to equity exists at Beals. 
 
 
 
                                                
43 This bulletin board raised the Columbus Day question and then provided facts about the 
torture and enslavement of indigenous people during colonization. My field notes and pictures 
captured other bulletin boards in common areas of the school that raise social questions and then 
provide students with information to spark critical analysis. 
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Strengths and Challenges of Beals School 
One of Beals’ greatest strengths is its racially and culturally diverse student body. A 
characteristic of this diversity is that student friendships frequently cross cultural, and racial 
lines. Mathematics and reading teacher David Lehrer describes his surprise at this phenomenon:  
I always see these movies where it’s a group of like two African Americans, and a 
Latino. I am like, I have just never seen that. Sadly enough, it doesn’t seem to happen. 
One of the things I have seen in 6th grade is that it does! They seem like they get along 
and hang out. I am hoping that that will just continue on. [Emphasis original.] (MTI, p. 
20) 
 
While interracial friendships may be odd to Mr. Lehrer––a white teacher from the suburbs––they 
are likely less surprising for Beals teachers who grew up in Hampton Park. The represent/ative 
educators, for example, have developed deep and lifelong friendships across race, which are 
models for Beals students. At the same time, at a social justice school like Beals, supporting 
students to deepen their understanding of the complexity of racial identity is ideally a 
responsibility of all teachers. Mr. Lehrer describes such a teachable moment in during a unit on 
the experiences of migrant workers:  
Most of the people in my class were like well, the Mexican kids can understand this a 
little better because they are from there. And, I say, you know what, “Lupe is not from 
Mexico. You are calling her a Mexican and she is not from there.” At first, honestly, my 
class had no idea what I was talking about. (MTI, p. 21) 
 
Mr. Lehrer’s students argued that even though she is not from Mexico she is still Mexican––
presumably because she looks “Mexican.” During the discussion that followed, Lupe was able to 
explain her background saying, “Guys I am from Guatemala.” Mr. Lehrer believes that students 
gained a richer understanding of diversity from the discussion: 
I know we didn’t get through to all the kids, but it is nice to be able to say she is actually 
from a different country. She is not Mexican. We need to know who or what we are 
talking about. And so I think [diversity at Beals] presents a lot of opportunity to learn 
from each other and to look at things [differently]. (MTI, p. 21) 
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Another of Beals’ greatest strengths is its faculty and the community-focused, socially 
conscious atmosphere they work to create. According to both anecdotal evidence and standard 
measures, Beals faculty and staff develop a climate in which learning can thrive. For example, 
mathematics teacher David Lehrer sees a real difference between the atmosphere at his previous 
Chicago school––where “there were multiple fights every day”––and the climate at Beals. Lehrer 
believes that Beals educators are making progress in their efforts to guide the expectations 
students have for their behavior: 
I feel like we have culture––not like you are going to get your butt kicked if you are in a 
fight––but like “hey, we just don’t fight here.” It’s not how we are going to settle this 
thing. We are going to be smart enough. We are going to talk to a teacher, or you know, 
we are going to do these things that are set up to do if I am angry about this. This 
obviously isn’t every kid, but I feel like the group as a whole is saying this is what we do. 
And I know we do have a fight or two here and there, but like I just feel like it’s a real 
good group of kids. As we have gotten them—now we have kids who have been here for 
three years— I think that the kids who have been here for three years are really starting… 
those guys I think they are really getting it. I feel like they believe in what we are doing. 
(MTI, p. 16) 
 
Standard measures of the schools’ success with respect to climate include slightly higher 
attendance rates than the district average [2008 (86.4 %), 2009 (88.2 %), 2010 (90.2 %)]44, and 
dropout rates that began higher than the district average of 8.5% but have dropped significantly 
[2008 (11.2%), 2009 (3.7%), 2010, (4.1%)]. More than 84% of students report adequate or 
excellent levels of school safety (2008, 2009). Furthermore, students report high levels of 
support from Beals teachers and staff [2008 (86.5%), 2009 (89.8%)]. Graduation rates are on par 
with district averages [2010 (57.8%)], and college enrollment rates are 12% higher than the 
district average [2009 (65.7%)]. Student satisfaction with the school’s academic rigor is more 
                                                
44 Beals’ first senior class graduated in 2009. Data are from a district scorecard for 2008, 2009, 
and 2010 (retrieved 6/20/2011). All available statistics for those years are provided. 
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than 15% higher than the district statistic with over 90% reporting that the rigor is adequate or 
excellent  [2008 (92.1%), 2009 (90.1 %)]. Parents report high satisfaction with the school [2008 
(95%)] and with opportunities for involvement at the school [2008 (97.3 %)].  
One explanation for this positive climate involves the personal and political relationships 
that preceded the school. The cadre of represent/ative educators and other Beals faculty who 
have lived and organized in the Hampton Park community for years is a resource upon which the 
larger community at Beals is being built. As John Hart describes it, these educators are uniquely 
invested in the school’s success: 
In our school the fact that he spent the night at my house when he was 7 or that I went to 
his high school graduation or he went to my wedding or I am the godfather of his son or 
Ms. Myles was friends with my mom, in our situation, that makes it so that failure is not 
an option in our school–because it is so connected to our personal lives and personal 
stories. (DTI, pp. 12-13) 
 
Thus, according to Mr. Hart, the relationships that existed before Beals are key to the school’s 
climate. At the same time, school leaders have been able to recruit other faculty––who were not a 
part of earlier collaborations––but who are committed to working for social justice through 
careers in public education. As one of these teachers, Sarah Kang provides a view of how the 
school’s focus affects its atmosphere:  
Hopefully the staff is on the same page and they are working to make it a social justice 
school because they believe in it [emphasis added]. I think that’s what makes Beals 
different. You could have a school that doesn’t have an outspoken, social justice theme. 
You could have teachers that are working for social justice at a non-social justice themed 
school. But I think, just to have it out there [pause to think] I think this school really gives 
a push to stay on it. (MTI, p. 17) 
 
Accordingly, another explanation for the positive climate at Beals may be its social justice focus. 
When teachers choose to work at a school with a publically emphasized social justice theme, it is 
less likely that they need to be convinced of the importance of building community. Rather, they 
would expect a teaching environment that not only attends to academics, but also develops 
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social, cultural, and political relationships among youth and adults. Ms. Kang believes that 
teaching in a social justice school automatically means attending to just action:  
It’s just an unconscious thing we are trying to do. You know…do the right thing. I mean 
that’s what pushes each teacher. If we are on the same page for social justice we will 
stand outside and make sure they [students] are on the right track. Because if that is our 
ultimate goal [social justice], every action we do should reflect that, not even just in 
closed doors, in the classroom, just in your interactions [emphases added]. (MTI, p. 17) 
 
The tacit expectation that social relations matter is ever-present. Thus, for Ms. Kang, educating 
for social justice involves her day-to-day interactions with students. She seeks to help students 
“do the right thing,” and be on “the right track.” She understands teaching as “ethically informed 
practice,” rather as serving a “system of schooling” (Carr, 2004, p. 69). More importantly, from a 
social justice perspective, neighborhood educators and those from outside Hampton Park must 
work together to define what “doing right,” or “heading in the right direction,” is.  
Both the deep-rooted relationships among many Beals teachers, and the more recent 
relationships they develop as they work to create a social justice school, are important to 
maintaining the Beals climate. These relationships provide models for students as they develop 
their own identities and social support systems. A starting place for helping students make use of 
faculty experience––and for faculty to make use of student experience––involves deliberate 
effort to open dialogue between stakeholders. As Carlos Wu explains, a goal is more open 
communication between faculty, students, and parents:  
I know, when I went to high school I never talked to the principal at all. I hardly ever 
talked to certain teachers. But, here, it is kind of like everybody is accessible. And we 
want that social feeling with our students. (DTI, p. 17)  
 
Beals teachers work to develop more open communication with students in various ways. John 
Hart explains one of his approaches.   
I bring my home to school. That’s what I do. I bring my kids. I bring my wedding 
pictures. I bring my mom here. So I use the school as more of a place to bring myself in, 
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so maybe they can bring themselves in. And they do. (DTI, pp. 32-33) 
 
Another characteristic of the teaching at Beals is the understanding that playfulness, joy, and fun 
are part of the educational process. According to John Hart: 
[W]e work hard, and we play hard… we work really, really hard with the kids. In the 
same breath, we play with them too. I just can’t think of a better word than play….We 
enjoy seeing students and they enjoy seeing us. I think that’s a huge thing ‘cause 
everybody says they are passionate about this and dedicated about that, but I don’t know 
if that really translates to “I enjoy seeing you.” (DTI, pp. 12-13) 
 
John’s description of his teaching provides insight into the positive, caring, and purposeful 
atmosphere Beals teachers strive for. Such teaching happens in classrooms, after-school 
programs, and through school-wide activities such as the Hope and Hopelessness unit. Teachers 
at Beals use the power of personal relationships to develop a school culture in which students are 
respected and in which they can learn to respect each other. Moreover, a core of teachers at Beals 
keep the schools’ social justice aims front and center, continually working to help students 
understand their connection to others and their potential to be agents of change. And yet, despite 
the strength of its teachers, study participants admit that Beals faces ongoing challenges. 
Many problems continue to affect Beals students and their families, including continued 
loss of affordable housing and the ongoing criminalization of youth. As Anthony Malden frames 
it, Hampton Park youth of color face problems including “the right to live here–just living here–
in 10, 20 years, who is even going to be here? The same issues that the Panthers covered, the 
gentrification, the criminalization–which are connected (pp. 33-35).”  
Staff educate students about neighborhood issues, teach students to stand up for their 
rights, and help them develop skills they can use to give back to benefit their community. 
Stakeholders argue this is vital for the neighborhood in the face of ongoing efforts to criminalize 
local youth and drive poor people of color from Hampton Park. 
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The fact that Hampton Park has seen a steady decline in school age population since 2000 
is well documented (Goerge, Dilts, Yang, Wasserman, & Clary, 2007). As this happens, it not 
only becomes more difficult to recruit students to Beals45, but it becomes more challenging to 
maintain the support that Beals has garnered in the community.  
In concert with gentrification, economic challenges negatively and disproportionally 
affect Beals’ predominately back and Latino students. Students and their families face ongoing 
and increasing economic challenges including the struggle for living wage jobs. While the 
overall unemployment rate in Illinois hovers around 9%, the rate of unemployment for African 
Americans is 17.8%. Latinos face 12.7% unemployment and youth between the ages of 16 and 
19 years are unemployed at a rate of 27.5% (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010). Even those 
with jobs are not necessarily secure. While the minimum wage in our state is $8.25 per hour, the 
wage required for a household to afford fair market rent for a two-bedroom––known as the 
housing wage–– is $17.38 per hour (National Low Income Housing Coalition [NLHIC], 2011). 
This translates to a $36,150 annual salary for a person working 40 hours a week for 52 weeks. 
Thus, for the 96% of Beals students who come from low-income households in which wage 
earners make well below the housing wage, barriers to decent housing and other basic needs 
make it more difficult for students to focus on school. 
In addition to the challenge of recruiting students and the challenges of supporting 
students who face increasing economic hardship and criminalization, making Beals School a 
                                                
45 See Goerge et al. 2007 for an analysis of the shift in African American population from the 
south and west sides of the city to the southwest and northwest sides of the city as public housing 
is closed and gentrification takes hold. This same shift has occurred in Hampton Park. 
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reality has involved a number of organizational challenges. The change from serving mostly 
middle-school students to serving mostly high-school students has added more and different 
responsibilities to the job of running the school. For example, Carlos Wu says that maintaining 
sports teams is highly important for recruitment, and that sports at the high-school level requires 
more resources than at the middle-school level. Moreover, while the middle school can offer 
essentially the same courses for all students, to be competitive and to live up to its college 
preparatory aspirations, Beals must find ways to offer more electives at the high-school level. In 
such a small school, there is essentially one content-area teacher per grade for each subject. 
Beals struggles to find teachers willing, able, and certified to teach special courses or even to fit 
them into the schedule. This is especially true for Advanced Placement courses. A related 
concern is that because the faculty is small, teachers and administrators must take on more roles 
and more work––in and out of the classroom––than might be expected from staff at a larger 
school. This is true even before considering additional work related to the school’s social justice 
focus. I observed teachers and administrators contented with heavy workloads as they were 
building school traditions from the ground up. For example, I observed middle-school classes as 
three team teachers developed from scratch every aspect of Beals’ first 8th-grade graduation 
ceremony, including renting the hall, creating the agenda, and organizing the practices. There 
was no existing template. While it is may have been exciting to create new traditions, the process 
was arduous.  
A third area of challenge for the leadership of Beals School involves attracting, affording, 
and retaining teachers who are a good fit for Beals. Financial considerations and a shortage of 
highly qualified teachers are a part of this problem. Programs like Teach for America provide 
energetic young teachers at a low cost. However, these young educators often have little 
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experience with urban environments, and usually cannot provide culturally relevant educational 
experiences for students without further experience. Furthermore, it can be argued that the short-
term commitment (2 years) these teachers make to a school community is not healthy for its 
long-term development. An ideal Beals teacher would have prior experience with the cultures of 
Hampton Park and Beals students. He or she would have both strong pedagogical skills and 
strong political skills. For example, standardized tests are truly high-stakes, for Beals as for other 
schools. Without continued gains in achievement, the district may choose to close the school. 
Under such pressure, teachers and administrators may naturally direct their attention towards, for 
example, instruction that focuses heavily on basic skills, or using inordinate instructional time 
for practice exams. However, a teacher who is both strong pedagogically and strong politically is 
more likely to have the capacity to recognize such unsound practices and resist them.  
Moreover, a teacher who is a good fit for Beals would have a commitment to working 
with students toward social justice. But the vision of what it means to be a social justice school is 
not the same for all teachers. New teachers join the faculty with a wide range of experiences and 
perspectives. With respect to the school’s social justice and activist goals, leaders face the 
challenge of how to provide staff development for perspectives and skills they have developed 
over lifetimes. Interestingly, Beals leaders have begun to realize that their close relationships and 
common experiences can work against their goal of attracting and retaining additional staff. The 
experiences of the core participants have been noted as a challenge to developing leadership 
among teachers and administrators not from the Hampton Park neighborhood. Social justice 
advocates recognize that to be successful, the school needs an expanded core of educators 
committed to Beals’ social justice mission who come from both the Hampton Park neighborhood 
and other places. At the same time, there is tension between those who prioritize the schools’ 
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social justice mission and those who prioritize its college preparatory mission. Advocates for a 
less activist or political focus include both outsiders and insiders to the collaborations that 
preceded Beals.  
As professional community develops, a number of strategies are being put forth to 
address challenges in ways that align with key aspects of the original goals and mission of the 
school. For example, teachers who prioritize the social justice mission of the school have 
responsibility for how professional development time is used. These teachers also participate in 
social justice inquiry groups within Beals and with social justice educators from other schools.  
This section provides powerful description of how participants frame the foundation of 
Beals School as rooted in a history of grassroots organizing that is highly contextual. Zooming 
out for a look at the historical terrain that preceded Beals provides a deeper understanding of the 
importance of concepts like movement building, people’s history, and identity to the school’s 
social justice foundations. The section illustrates the power of sustained activism over time and 
the power of the relationships and skills developed through that activism. It also raises questions 
about how to address challenges that arise when a community of practice must open itself to 
newcomers for its own growth and development.  
However, it would be a mistake to assume that the story of Beals is a recipe for creating a 
high school for social justice. Such an assumption may both discourage and inappropriately 
encourage others wanting to create a social justice school in other contexts. The long historical 
arc that I paint for Beals might discourage others from even trying education for social justice. 
At the same time, replicating the Beals model step by step in another environment, even if 
educators are willing to commit long term, will be unlikely to produce similar results. The more 
important lesson from this section––both for thinking about social justice education at the 
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secondary level, and for understanding how teachers negotiate the dilemmas of social justice 
mathematics teaching––is that a narrow focus on curriculum or instructional strategies may not 
tell enough of the story about social justice education. Additional background with respect to 
politics, culture, and participant’s histories may be necessary for understanding dilemmas.  
 
The Beals Mathematics Department 
I chose to study Beals because it provides the opportunity to examine the tensions and 
dilemmas of equitable practice in a supportive environment. The school aims to make the 
curriculum relevant and student-centered, to teach students to think critically, and to embed the 
theme of social justice “in all areas46.” This section addresses the configuration of the 
mathematics department an how mathematics teacher’s understand their goals in relation to the 
school’s mission. Furthermore, it situates the backgrounds and perspectives of teachers in 
relation to each other and Beals’ social justice theme. Here, I highlight teacher’s perspectives on 
instructional approaches and curriculum, and on Beals’ equity and social justice goals47. This 
information serves as context for understanding the strengths and challenges of the Beals 
mathematics department.  
Beals is a small school (McQuillan, 2008) with a small mathematics department. 
Although, formal department meetings are infrequent, teachers do talk with each other. Ms. 
                                                
46 Beals Mission Statement 2007 
47 The information in this section comes largely from single interviews with Sarah Kang and 
Andrew Michaels, and from initial and focal teacher interviews with David Lehrer and Tuan 
Tran. I was not able to interview Mac Daniels. While some information from Carlos Wu and 
Katherine Myles is provided, their views are explored more deeply in later chapters. 
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Myles and Mr. Wu––as teachers with the most experience––have informal and formal roles as 
mentors to the newer teachers. For example, Mr. Lehrer draws frequently on Ms. Myles’ 
experience with implementing MiC and preparing students for high-stakes exams (Lehrer, FTI, 
pp.27-28). According to Ms. Myles, when mathematics teachers meet as a department, the 
substance of the meetings is “a little tiny step beyond, just, where are the books and whatever” 
(FTI, p. 25). Teachers discuss administrative matters, but also address topics directly related to 
classroom instruction such as how to meet the needs of Special Education students or the IMP 
curriculum (Myles, FTI, pp.25-26).  
Table 6 gives background information on all of the mathematics teachers including 
their credentials, years of teaching, racial and cultural background, and geographic history. Of 
the teachers interviewed, 3 have Master’s degrees in education, 4 are certified for grades K-9, 
and 2 are certified for grades 6-1248. Mr. Tran is the only teacher who entered teaching 
immediately after earning an undergraduate degree. All of the other teachers worked in other 
fields or earned Master’s degrees before becoming teachers. Of the seven teachers, Ms. Myles 
(n=12) and Mr. Wu (n=10) have the most experience. The others are newer to the profession 
with less than five years experience each. Four of the teachers are white and the other 3 are 
Asian American. Mr. Daniels, Ms. Kang, Ms. Myles, Mr. Tran, and Mr. Wu all have prior 
experience as students or teachers in urban schools. Ms. Myles, Mr. Wu, and Mr. Tran have 
lived in Hampton Park for many years.  
The Beals mathematics department is in flux, not only because the school is new, but also 
because of teacher turnover and the process of expanding from a middle school to a secondary 
school. Table 7 lists the courses offered and the teachers who taught them in the school’s first 
                                                
48 I have no information on Mr. Daniels’ credentials, years of teaching, or geographic history. 
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Table 6 
Beals Mathematics Teachers 
Teacher Credentials 
Years 
Teaching 
Race/Cultural 
Background 
Geographic 
Background 
Mac Daniels N/I N/I White N/I 
Sarah Kang B.S. Mathematics 
& Statistics 
6-12 Certification 
1 Korean 
American 
Grew up in East L.A., 
came to Chicago for 
college 
David Lehrer B.S. Business, 
M.B.A., M.Ed. 
K-9 Certification 
4 White Grew up and lives in 
the western suburbs of 
Chicago 
Andrew 
Michaels 
B.S. Business 
Management 
K-9 Certification 
2 White Grew up in the SW 
suburbs of Chicago, 
lives south of the city 
Katherine 
Myles 
B.S. Biology, 
M.A. in teaching 
K-9 certification 
~12 White Grew up in California, 
has lived in Hampton 
Park since the 1970s 
Tuan Tran B.S. Mathematics 
Education 
Secondary 
Certification 
3 Vietnamese 
American 
Emigrated from 
Vietnam as an early 
adolescent, grew up 
just north of HP, lives 
in HP 
Carlos Wu B. S. Elementary 
Education, M.Ed. 
Educational 
Leadership 
K-9 Certification, 
Administrative 
Certificate 
~10 Asian 
American 
Emigrated from Hong 
Kong as young child, 
grew up in HP, lives in 
another North-side 
neighborhood 
Note. N/I = Not interviewed. HP = Hampton Park.  
three years.  As the table shows, the department makeup changes over the study. Each year, as a 
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grade is added, a new mathematics teacher joins the staff. Moreover, 2 teachers left Beals after 
its second year. Ms. Myles and Mr. Tran are the only teachers who have been at the school all 
three years.  
Table 7 
Beals Mathematics Courses by Teacher 
Course Year  
Note. IMP = Interactive Mathematics Program. 
 Teachers’ backgrounds and goals for students relate both to how they approach 
curriculum and how they see the relationship between mathematics and social justice. When Mr. 
Micheals interviewed at Beals, he says that he did not know much about the social justice aspect 
of the school. He describes himself as “always very skeptical and whatnot of the system for lack 
a better word” (MTI, p. 15). He left his finance job because he knew, “[I]t wasn’t really me” 
(MTI, p. 15). When he had the opportunity to read Beals pamphlets and literature before his 
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interview, he remembers thinking, “[W]ow this is awesome, this is exactly what I would love to 
do!” (MTI, p. 15). He says that the promotional materials echoed, pretty much all the reasons I 
wanted to become a teacher” (MTI, p. 15).  
During his time at Beals, Mr. Michaels has addressed some of the aims of the school. 
Reducing students’ fear of mathematics and making mathematics relevant for students drives 
him. He considers this an equity goal: 
The big thing I have been working at is getting rid of the fear. I think that when you can 
eliminate the fear of math, then you can start to see equity, because then it no longer 
becomes, well “they are good at math, let’s let them raise their hand, let’s let them do it.” 
It doesn’t create the us versus them or the good students, math students versus others. 
(MTI, p. 10) 
 
Furthermore, reducing students’ fear requires making mathematics relevant:  
 
I just think that’s human nature, if it is not relevant, you are not going to want to pay 
attention to it….Getting rid of the fear of math and making it relevant, those are crucial to 
each other. If they can see what’s the purpose of it, they can see why it’s useful, or if they 
can see they’ve done this already, then it’s not such a scary thing. That’s something I try 
to point out a lot, is when we learn a concept that could be wrapped in some other 
package so to speak where they can realize I’ve been doing this, I’ve done this in my 
daily life! (MTI,  p. 13) 
 
Hence, Mr. Michaels works to help students understand how the mathematics is related to things 
they are comfortable doing. At the same time, he wants them to become comfortable tacking 
ideas that are new to them. Mr. Micheals believes that the MiC curriculum supports these goals:  
I like the fact that they are taking on this sophisticated stuff and I am seeing them start to 
approach things so when they move on, I don’t think that fear will be there so much 
anymore. They will be willing to try things from all sorts of angles and viewpoints…. 
I would like to see them use that to take them to the next step, to take them to high 
school, to college, or if they decide to go into a trade or anything. I want them to be 
prepared, what I keep telling them is it’s important to be able to make choices and the 
less education, the less math education they have, the fewer choices they have…. I don’t 
want them to say “I don’t want to do this because this takes a lot of math education and 
that’s hard.” (MTI, pp. 20-21) 
 
And yet, he describes the aim of embedding social justice into mathematics as “a tremendous 
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challenge” (MTI, p. 9). He thinks “it can work” and has seen good examples of lessons involving 
social justice problems (MTI, p. 9). However, he is concerned about both the lack of examples to 
support a coherent curriculum and a lack of research in this area.  
 Mr. Michaels and Mr. Daniels left Beals after two years teaching 6th and 7th grade49. At 
that time, enrollment of new middle school students declined and Mr. Lehrer moved from 
teaching 8th-grade science to teaching both 6th- and 7th- grade mathematics. When Mr. Lehrer 
talks about his practice, unlike Mr. Michaels, he does not talk about the need to make 
mathematics relevant. However, he is driven by a desire to help students understand the 
importance of mathematics and to help them see that anyone can understand mathematics if they 
work at it. Furthermore, he believes that reform-oriented approaches produce richer 
understanding and are therefore more equitable. Mr. Lehrer says that a social justice goal of his 
practice “is to be able to walk out of the end of this year and know that these kids have learned 
more math than hopefully they have ever learned in their lives” (MTI, p. 33). He also claims, 
“[M]ath is something that, in the past, has been holding kids––particularly African-Americans––
back” (MTI, p. 33). For him, social justice involves teaching students “that math, you can’t let it 
be that thing that holds you back” (MTI, p. 33). Hence, he encourages students to think of 
themselves as capable of doing mathematics: 
[I]t’s something you can learn. It’s a way of thinking and if we do it enough and you 
practice enough you know, that way of thinking, you can get that way of thinking. Yeah, 
some kids do grasp the concepts a lot quicker. But, that doesn’t mean that you won’t 
grasp them and eventually know them just as well or better than other students 
will….[T]he main thing I want to do social justice-wise, that I consider to be social 
justice, is instilling into students the belief that everyone can do math and that it’s as 
important as anything else. (MTI, pp. 32-33) 
 
Mr. Lehrer argues that city students may not do as well in mathematics both because they are 
                                                
49 Mr. Michaels left Beals for another new Chicago school that is closer to where he lives.  
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less likely to be pushed to understand its importance with respect to other disciplines, and also 
because the basic skills curriculum used in many schools does not really teach students to think 
mathematically: 
I felt like at the school I grew up in out in the suburbs, they taught that math is probably 
most important, if not more important [than other subjects]. They taught that math is the 
key to getting into college, to understanding the business world. Computers need math. 
You need it for everything. And so I guess I just feel like being in Chicago, except for 
with someone like Ms. Myles, that math wasn’t that huge a thing…you need it to pass to 
the next grade and [it is] not looked at in more of the big picture. And I think that if we 
are presenting [math] to kids just to pass the ISAT, we are doing them a huge injustice. 
(MTI, pp. 33-34) 
 
Mr. Lehrer also claims that MiC expects more from students: “It is almost a tougher math, a 
more complex math” (MTI, pp. 39-40). Although he was not exposed to reform-oriented 
mathematics in his own schooling, he developed an appreciation for those approaches in his 
teacher certification program. Mr. Lehrer has noticed that Beals students “don’t mind trying and 
trying and trying,” to figure out a problem. He says students seem to enjoy the challenge, 
stressing, “they are inquisitive that way” (MTI, p. 16). This does not mean that he gives students 
problems and then ignores them. In fact, he provides a lot of support, especially in the beginning 
of the year. However, his goal is to shift the responsibility to students: “I want to make it more 
where they struggle and try to figure it out on their own (MTI, pp. 26-27).” In line with a reform 
approach, Mr. Lehrer has students report on their strategies: “I always want kids to share their 
techniques on how they solved things. Like I don’t want it to come from me. I want it to come 
from them” (MTI, pp. 26-27). Mr. Lehrer thinks that MiC helps students develop deeper number 
sense. For example, he explains how the curriculum approaches calculating with percents: 
An example we did today, we found what 1% of something is, because it is real easy to 
do so, and then figured out, well if we can find out what 1% is, we can find out what any 
percent is….And kids figure that out on their own…. Like now they know, in my 7th 
grade classes, they know that if they can find 1%, they can find anything. (MTI, pp.38-
39) 
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Mr. Lehrer claims that developing number sense is especially important for students who have 
trouble memorizing procedures: 
It turns into a different kind of learning where you just memorize the procedures….In the 
business world, or any time at college, if there was a procedure that had to be done, they 
gave you the formula. They wanted to know if you knew how to do it, not if you could 
remember the formula. The way we are teaching now is, you come up with your own 
formula. Which, most likely is going to go right back to the formula we have. Half my 
kids in 7th grade right now are dividing [to find a percent], but it is from what they’ve 
picked up and how they have decided to do it themselves. (MTI, 39-40) 
 
 Like Mr. Lehrer and Mr. Michaels, Mr. Tran came to Beals with university training in 
constructivist approaches to instruction and a desire to put reform-oriented, student-centered 
ideas into action. However, Mr. Tran is also the teacher who has had the most difficulty 
achieving his goals. Mr. Tran is the youngest of the Beals teachers. And, while he attended 
secondary school in the U. S., he has the least experience with U.S. schools. After student 
teaching in a very large city high school, he joined Beals with the hope that a small school would 
better meet his needs: 
You walk in the hallway at [previous school], you don’t know anyone’s name. And like 
decision-making takes too long.…So I wanted something where I could have more 
control and teach what I want, more voice, sort of like a sense of community. (MTI, p. 6) 
 
As he found out more about Beals, he was especially attracted to specific aims of the school:  
 
At first I didn’t know really what I was getting into, but the more I read about it, the more 
it made sense to me….Like it’s gonna be like a community, student-centered, get to know 
students, teach the student as a whole person not just teaching them the subject. And also 
it’s like setting high expectations. And also social justice––but I was not big on that––I 
was more [interested in] on hands-on experience, and also the way that we teach, 
constructivism. (MTI, p. 7) 
 
When we talked at the end of his second year at Beals, Mr. Tran was honest about the challenges 
he was having:  
At first when you start out with a theory and ideas, everything seems to be so great, but 
then when it meets reality––hold on! Like constructivism, you have to connect and tie to 
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what the student knows. How do you do that? Sometimes I found myself struggling with 
going back to just use the textbook and saying, “I just want to just do this.” And then 
sometimes I have to catch myself, and then say, “Wait a minute, what is our goal?” And, 
constantly coming back and adjusting and then getting frustrated again and coming 
back…. I wish there was like a perfect formula…this is the rule. (MTI, p. 8) 
 
The IMP curriculum is one frustrated Mr. Tran: 
 
The strength of IMP is that it makes math interesting. They have a theme for every unit 
and like a story and a big problem where students solve, and a lot of problems of the 
week for students that are just like a puzzle where students use math to solve it. (MTI, p. 
18) 
 
However, as Mr. Tran explains it, students in his classes struggled with IMP––especially the 
students who came to Beals after middle school and who were not familiar with reform-oriented 
approaches to mathematics teaching: 
The problem we have here is that a lot of students are struggling with reading and when it 
comes to a long story like that, they just don’t understand what is going on. Then we have 
to take time to break them down and then when you break them down like that it is so 
bare and concrete that you loose the interest of it. Like you might take away the chances 
for a student to discover you know like, you have to take this jumble of information and 
you have to break it down and organize them, that’s a big thing. (MTI, p. 18) 
 
Mr. Tran admits that even with his strong mathematics background, he had difficulty 
understanding the IMP curriculum, and he says that he would benefit from more training on how 
to use the materials: 
Even like for me, it’s like a brand new course for me. I have to learn as I go. Like 
planning everything and trying to figure things out, even something that doesn’t make 
sense to me, like “what is this?” And like last year, one lesson, it required almost like two 
hours preparing for two hours and trying to understand and trying to figure out where the 
student might struggle and come up with questions to ask. (MTI, 21) 
 
In our second interview, at the end of his third year at Beals, Mr. Tran again admits that he is 
struggling with IMP: 
I just want to have a book where we can focus purely on mathematics. I would go a lot 
faster. But, there are a lot of good lessons in here though, if you go through them. I think 
with IMP if you are a really good teacher and you fully understand math and understand 
IMP, it is an excellent, excellent book. (FTI, p. 18) 
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In addition to his struggles with the curriculum, Mr. Tran also became frustrated with what he 
saw as his inability to motivate students. He is adamant that knowing one’s students is important 
for good teaching: 
You’ve got to know the students, know their background, know what they are good at. 
Therefore you can build expectations. You cannot just go out there one day and say, you 
know what, “I have high expectations for you.” To form that expectation you’ve got to 
understand the kid. (FTI, p. 18) 
 
However, while Mr. Tran expresses love for students (MTI, p. 26), he struggles at times 
to teach them. Speaking about his IMP 2 students in year two he says: 
Generally they are a good group of kids, but you have to be constantly, constantly on 
them like, they won’t be able to do like independent work….They were not taught to be 
driven. You are constantly like behind their backs and saying, “hey, come on, just one 
more problem.” (MTI, p. 8, 9) 
 
He is convinced that many of the students really do not like mathematics: “It’s just like a 
torment. It’s just punishment for them” (MTI, p. 12). While he says that there are a few who 
“actively try to solve the problems,” he says “most of them just seem like it’s just a tool that will 
get them to college and they know that will be good for them some day, but…they don’t know 
why (MTI, p. 12). Speaking about his IMP 2 students in year three, he says: 
This group of kids, behavior-wise, is harder to manage than the group last year, but they 
definitely are brighter. I can feel that they can grasp material faster and we could move a 
lot faster than last year. (FTI, p. 18) 
 
And yet, he became so frustrated with his inability to handle discipline that he began to consider 
leaving teaching for another career.  
 Mr. Tran––unlike the other teachers––is not very interested in the connection between 
mathematics and social justice. Nor is he interested in participating in the social justice inquiry 
group (FTI, p. 1). While he has done community service projects with students outside of class, 
and while he considers such projects a way to be a role model, he is reluctant to bring social 
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justice topics in the mathematics classroom. He has implemented lessons with social justice 
themes, but worries that these confuse his students: 
We talked about the neighborhood gentrification and things like that, but not really 
intensively. I was more interested in teaching the math aspect of it. I still find connections 
for it, but I find…the students might get lost when I focus too much on social justice. 
(MTI, p. 15)  
 
Mr. Tran admits that, he is “not really an expert in [social justice] and so [he is] not comfortable 
in venturing into that area (MTI, p. 15). Therefore, it may be that struggling with a reform 
curriculum and classroom discipline, adding social justice mathematics teaching to the mix was 
simply beyond his consideration as a new teacher. 
 Of the teachers who attended racially and culturally diverse schools themselves, Ms. 
Kang is the most outspoken about her social justice goals50. She explains: 
My heart [is] in the public school system, since I am a product of that system. It may 
seem like cliché to say but I feel like if I am going to teach in the public school, I feel like 
I am going back to my own community and it would have been nice to have had teachers 
like that. (MTI, p. 5) 
 
Ms. Kang asserts, “[T]hat teaching is not just a job…my passion for social justice, like I want to 
make that my life, you know?” (MTI, p. 18) From her perspective: 
Social justice is helping those people who need it, who are at a disadvantage, uhm 
[thinking]; I know what injustice is. I just feel like education may help to work toward 
social justice….[I]t’s like an ideal that may never be accomplished perfectly in the world, 
because there are always going to be bad things happening. But at least I want to play my 
part. (MTI, p. 16) 
 
When asked to define injustice Ms. Kang says, “racism, sexism, a lot of this comes from 
ignorance. A lot of it comes from people not telling you, not teaching you, [you] not being 
exposed to certain opportunities” (MTI, p. 16). Ms. Kang says that she knows what social justice 
means in mathematics class, but says, “it is difficult for me to implement it because IMP is so 
                                                
50 The others are Mr. Tran and Mr. Wu. 
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scripted” (MTI, p.32). Integrating social justice questions into the IMP units she has taught at 
this point would not make sense51. However, she does expect to do lessons related to social 
justice problems at some point: 
I would do more social justice things in like an AP Stats class. I think because IMP is 
scripted, I have to stay on certain things. If they are talking about circles52––you can only 
do so much social justice talking about circles, triangles. The next unit is Meadows and 
Malls, which is about systems of linear equations. I can look at lots of data that are 
linearly related and they can work on reading graphs and compare what is really going 
on. I think if I do so, to minimize the destruction of the flow, I would probably assign it 
as a project. (MTI, p. 33) 
 
Although Ms. Kang has yet to address social justice questions directly in her lessons at Beals, 
she contends that the IMP curriculum is a related to social justice: “Inquiry is powerful, so IMP 
is powerful in terms of thinking. We want to build thinkers, not just people who can do math. We 
want to build thinkers” (MTI, p.32). In Ms. Kang’s view, as in those of Mr. Lehrer and Mr. 
Michaels with respect to MiC, a curriculum that provokes thinking and is relevant is in the best 
interest of Beals students: 
We need to equip the students with what they will need in life. Well, I believe, my role as 
a teacher in a social justice school is to give them the tools to do whatever they want to 
do. If they want to be a doctor, we should give them the tools to go to college and 
become a doctor. If they don’t want to go to college, we should still prepare them to do 
whatever they want to do. I don’t want any student to look back and say, that’s not fair. I 
never got that when I was in school, but they did. Some of it is preparing them with life 
skills. And, I think IMP does that. It forms math into real life problems, to see that there 
is a use for math. (MTI, p. 28) 
 
Ms. Kang acknowledges Mr. Tran’s concern that students who have trouble reading, struggle 
with IMP. However, she argues:  
But the thing about IMP is that they give real-world contexts. So even if they don’t 
understand the paragraph about two highways crossing, [students] know about Lake 
                                                
51 I spoke with her in her first semester teaching. 
52 Ms. Kang is referring to the IMP 3 Unit, Orchard Hideout. 
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Shore Drive, they know about the 90-94 Dan Ryan. So they can see, “Oh, a highway.”  I 
always talk about it with them. Always. I want to make sure they understand the problem, 
because you can’t even start a problem if you don’t understand it. (MTI, p. 26) 
 
Hence, Ms. Kang works with students to help them access the IMP text by helping them see the 
problems in relation to their own experiences. Furthermore, Ms. Kang says of IMP: 
Some of the questions are very thought provoking. You have to critically think. You have 
to use your brain. Not that you don’t have to use your brain for the traditional text. But 
some of the questions are hard. Some of them are really hard. Like, how in the world are 
they going to figure out what the distance formula is on their own? I mean we eventually 
build up so that they have the tools to do it. (MTI, p. 26) 
 
Like Mr. Tran, Ms. Kang acknowledges here that her students do struggle to make connections 
between IMP and the topics that they will be expected to understand on high-stakes tests. 
Consequently, she sometimes supplements the curriculum (MTI, p. 28). Moreover, Ms. Kang 
says that her students require a lot of support: 
I am proud of my students who do get it….but they get a lot of guidance, though…. I 
went through a Meadows and Malls53 training with [CPS magnet school teachers] and 
they were going really fast. They were like, “Yeah, they will get this; they will get this; 
they will get this. And, they might run into a problem here.” But for me, it’s like no. I 
would need to do a lot of handholding. I have been trying to build them up to the point 
where they don’t need so much handholding. So I have actually been doing that this 
week. I gave them a problem to work on. And they were like, “Can you help us?” I am 
slowly limiting the help. Because I don’t want them to be dependent on me. (MTI, p. 27) 
 
Here, Ms. Kang reveals how much helping students think independently is a priority for her 
 
None of these teachers articulate a strong vision of social justice teaching that addresses 
social hierarchies of power, although Ms. Kang’s views come nearest to addressing social power 
when she describes injustice as racism or sexism. Mr. Lehrer also skirts this territory when he 
talks about the historical lack of access African Americans have had to high quality mathematics 
education. In fact, however, these teachers talked mostly about their goals for individual 
                                                
53 Meadows and Malls is a unit in IMP 3. 
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students. For example, when Ms. Kang talks about her desire that her students not depend on her 
for guidance as they solve problems, she stops short of saying that they should use each other as 
resources. Although encouraging students to try things on their own is certainly a worthy goal in 
itself, and may even be a step along the journey to wider equity, it does little to help students 
understand social inequity or the ways in which organized groups can work toward systemic 
change. While 3 out of the 4 teachers express sympathy with Beals’ social justice aims, none of 
these teachers reported having a background in community organizing. It may be that a lack of 
experience with considering justice from a social–– rather than an individual––perspective limits 
their vision.  
 At the same time, all of these teachers are novices in mathematics teaching more broadly. 
They share a desire to help students develop mathematical understanding, to make their 
classrooms more student-centered, and to help students develop their capacity for critical 
thinking. And yet, they are still in the early stages of developing a practice that will help students 
meet these goals.   
 While exploring more deeply the tensions and dilemmas of practice for this group would 
provide insight into the practices of novices in social justice mathematics teaching, Beals School 
is unusual in that its teachers are more experienced in both teaching and social organizing. Two 
of these teachers, Ms. Myles and Mr. Wu, are mathematics teachers. Because we know little 
about the tensions mathematics teachers teaching for social justice face under the best 
circumstances, the chapters that follow explore the practice of these two teachers.    
Before turning to those cases, to provide further context, this chapter ends with analysis of the 
strengths and challenges of the mathematics department as a whole.  
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Strengths and Challenges of the Beals Mathematics Department 
The main strengths of Beals mathematics department are accompanied by four equally 
important challenges. While these pairs of strengths and challenges manifest themselves to 
different degrees from classroom to classroom, all teachers had strengths and challenges in the 
four areas.  
An area of both strength and challenge involves how teachers relate to students as they 
manage instruction. In the department, teachers treat students respectfully and manage their 
classrooms in ways that are not punitive. At the same time, of course, teachers sometimes 
struggle with the classroom management. When teachers talk about their students, they discuss 
both student strengths and shortcomings. Yet they did not say things to me that they would not 
be willing to say publically or to the student themselves. Nor did I see teachers berate students or 
continue to exacerbate power struggles. Although teachers never avoided letting students know 
when they were frustrated, they consistently directed their critiques toward students’ behavior 
and not their identities. For example, a teacher might say, “When you turn in all your work at the 
last minute, it appears to me that you are not managing your time wisely and this makes it seem 
to me like you don’t care,” rather than, saying, “You don’t care about your work.” Teachers 
made their comments individually to students in private or generally to the whole class. And, 
they worked to manage the classroom without disciplining students in front of their peers. 
Moreover, teachers almost never send students out of the classroom for disciplinary reasons 
during instructional time54. However, teachers struggled to maintain an atmosphere in which 
discussion could take place without disruption, students could consistently and productively 
                                                
54 Teachers did write referrals that they gave to students at the end of class and sometimes this 
meant students would be removed from class on a later day. 
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work in groups, and students shared control of the learning environment with teachers. The 
tension between teachers’ management strengths and management challenges could be seen in 
the Beals context as a variation of the being in charge/not in charge tension presented by 
Gutiérrez (2009). 
Another strength/challenge dyad involves teaching for understanding. Members of the 
department emphasize teaching for understanding over teaching rules and procedures. They can 
even describe what this looks like in their ideal classroom. And yet, teachers struggle to fully 
implement the student-centered goals of reform-oriented mathematics instruction. Although 
Beals teachers say they want students to develop their own strategies, framing instruction so that 
students can do so is not easy. Mr. Lehrer describes his challenge: “It is still very tempting, like 
when I am up there on the board I am teaching,” to just start doing the problem. “It is still 
extremely tempting to say, ‘this is how you do it.’ ‘Cause that is exactly how I remember it being 
taught” (Lehrer, FTI, p. 38-39). As Lortie (1975) has shown, teachers tend to teach like they 
themselves were taught; resisting the “apprenticeship of observation” they develop as students 
can be a challenge. As teachers work to implement the curriculum with fidelity, they must also 
contend with their lack of training and experience with the specific curricula used at Beals. Mr. 
Lehrer and Ms. Myles gained experience with MiC in their teacher preparation programs. 
However, IMP is completely new to the high school teachers. Moreover, while two of the high 
school teachers have had some training in the implementation of the curriculum, they have 
received far less training than the IMP designers recommend. Since the IMP approach is 
different from traditional approaches in process, sequence, and scope, teachers struggle to 
understand how the goals of each unit correspond the non-integrated, traditionally-sequenced 
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courses they are familiar with. They may also encounter hurdles in bridging the gap between the 
IMP’s broader set of problem-solving skills and the content and format of high-stakes tests.  
A third strength/challenge tension involves the relationships between experienced and 
less experienced teachers. Experienced Beals teachers support, mentor, and collaborate with less 
experienced teachers. However, these relationships are constrained in many ways. Mr. Wu and 
Ms. Myles provide support for new teachers. As I have suggested, Ms. Myles works with Mr. 
Lehrer to help him prioritize the most important topics in MiC for each grade. She makes 
suggestions for supplements to the curriculum and provides guidance to help him determine the 
topics that are most important at a particular grade. This involves explaining her understanding 
of the high-stakes tests at each grade level. Mr. Wu supports newer teachers as well. For 
example, he has taken on larger advisory periods to support Ms. Kang: 
“I would rather take the extra kids in my classroom than to give [another section] to her. So she 
has fewer kids while she is still trying to learn how to teach. (Wu, MTI, p. 14) Mr. Wu must also 
balance his evaluative responsibilities as a department chair with his role as a mentor. He 
explains:  
I am the Department Chair, so I am supposed to do some observations too. I have sort of 
a leadership role in the math department as well as trying to be a mentor. There [are] 
some critical aspect[s] of me observing, but I don’t want it to seem that way….[T]here is 
a fine line between being someone’s mentor and being someone [who] is critical. And, I 
remember, first year teachers, “I want to be left alone because I am struggling. I don’t 
want anyone to see my flaws.” So therefore, I don’t want anyone in the classroom and I 
don’t want any kind of negative feedback. You know and a lot of these people are career 
changers. They are not 18, 19, 22, just coming out of college….We [have] to somehow 
make this relationship work to a point where they don’t feel threatened. That has got to 
be built. That can’t happen day one. We don’t know each other so it’s got to build. (Wu, 
MTI, p. 11)  
 
However, the small size of the school leaves experienced teachers with many roles and little 
time. A further challenge for the mentoring capacity of Beals’ most experienced teachers is 
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imbalance between the number of experienced teachers and the number of novice teachers. 
Moreover, none of the teachers have sufficient time for in-depth mathematical discussions with 
each other. As Mr. Tran describes it, “I just don’t have that much opportunity to talk about 
mathematics” (Tran, FTI, p. 18).  
The fourth tension relates to social justice. Most Beals teachers find social justice 
compelling and want to promote equity through their teaching. Nonetheless, teachers with less 
political organizing experience tend to think of justice in individualistic terms, while both 
veterans and novices struggle with whether and how to prioritize teaching for social justice in 
their mathematics classrooms. Mr. Michaels explains:    
Katherine, you know who has been teaching for 10 years, and is heavily involved with 
social justice activities, has also been really struggling with making [social justice math 
teaching] real. We actually talked about this yesterday. I think she put it really well. She 
said it’s sort of the divide between, you are trying to have, I forgot what the word was, 
but real quality mathematics and real quality social justice issues and putting those 
together without making one insignificant is very challenging. (MTI, p. 9) 
 
Mr. Michaels continues: 
 
You can come up with a concept of, you know, a social-justice issue and just slap a little 
bit of math into it. [If so,] are you really achieving what you are trying to do? That is 
what I [find] challenging.  (Micheals, p. 10) 
 
The Beals teachers, then, consistently struggle to find ways to integrate mathematics instruction 
with teaching for social justice. Some often find mathematics inherently resistant to easy 
incorporation into the school’s social-justice mission and express frustration over the possibility 
of ineffective or awkward pairings of mathematics and social questions.   
While some of these departmental challenges might be addressed with technical fixes––
for example money to restructure the day so that mathematics teachers have common planning 
time––there are natural limits to the benefits that come from technical fixes. Time spent planning 
is time not spent with students, adding faculty to allow for planning time changes small-group 
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dynamics of the department and may make it harder to reach consensus, and common planning 
time on its own will not ensure that teachers have the capacity to collaborate effectively. For 
Beals, as for any department, strengths and challenges are for the most part dialectically related. 
Additional strengths bring new challenges, and addressing challenges is a process through which 
departments develop. Recognizing how strengths and challenges are in tension shifts attention to 
ways in which a department negotiates such tensions. And although my discussion cannot fully 
examine the negotiations of the department’s strengths and challenges tensions, it identifies 
them. As such, it provides an example of the tensions and dilemmas that arise across a 
department and provides context for more deeply understanding the practices of Ms. Myles and 
Mr. Wu. 
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Chapter 5 
The Case of Katherine Myles 
 
Ms. Myles’ Background and Perspectives 
 
Katherine Myles teaches 8th grade mathematics. She is a white woman who has lived in 
Hampton Park for over thirty years. Her children attended neighborhood schools. Over the years 
she has been involved with local schools as both parent and advocate. For example, she has 
served at various times as a parent, a community, and a teacher representative to Local School 
Councils. She was part of a team of teachers—at Wilson Middle School—who collaborated to 
improve student achievement on standardized exams. Moreover, she has played a strong role in 
maintaining that standard of achievement at Beals. Under No Child Left Behind (NCLB), Beals’ 
students made Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) in mathematics in each of its first three years. 
Eighth grade students have performed above district averages (State Report Cards, 2006-2008).  
Ms. Myles has a bachelor’s degree in biology and earned her master’s degree and teacher 
certification through an alternative certification program. She has been teaching for 12 years. Ms. 
Myles said that she “always wanted to teach in Hampton Park and [has] always taught in 
Hampton Park” (MTI, p. 27). Prior to Beals, she taught at a neighborhood elementary school and 
then at Wilson Middles School. Reflecting on her background she says, 
I think a lot of who I am comes from Hampton Park. I didn’t do all this in college. And, I 
hadn’t lived in cities, you know in very integrated situations, or seen very many lower-
income people. I didn’t know those issues. (FTI, p. 9) 
 
Her path to teaching was an extension of her community organizing and activist work. For 
example, Ms. Myles was involved in an anti-lead campaign in which activists educated 
themselves and others about the dangers of lead to children’s health. The group pushed officials 
to acknowledge and address the prevalence of lead-based paint in local rental housing and the 
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resulting high levels of lead in children’s blood. Ms. Myles has also participated in directly 
addressing local education problems. To combat the effects of schools that were not serving 
students well, organizers created after-school and summer programs for neighborhood youth. In 
this environment, Ms. Myles gained experience with approaches to social justice pedagogy that 
she has continued to develop over her career.  
Ms. Myles’ extensive experience with community organizing in Hampton Park, her 
intense involvement in the creation of Beals, and her strong commitment to the schools’ social 
justice mission, position her as a leader in both the mathematics department and the school. 
While Ms. Myles acknowledges that not all Beals faculty share her vision of what it means to 
teach for social justice (FTI, p.5), she talks about how her team works to develop to their 
collective capacity for social justice teaching. One support for this is an inquiry group of Beals 
teachers and other Chicago educators. Ms. Myles describes the group as, “a core of people who 
have spent some time really thinking about what is social justice” (FTI, p. 4). Thus, the group 
fosters shared understandings of teaching for social justice. Ms. Myles contrasts the groups’ view 
of social justice teaching with that of others who may think “social justice just mean[s] equity, 
fairness, being nice to my students, respecting them” (FTI, p.5).  She broadly characterizes the 
inquiry group’s definition of social-justice teaching as “teaching in a manner that puts our 
students in the leadership of the fight against oppression in the long term.” This definition 
includes the positive presuppositions that marginalized students not only can lead, but that social 
justice requires their leadership. Moreover, in contrasting equity and fairness with “the fight 
against oppression in the long term” Ms. Myles distinguishes between a view of social justice 
limited to positive relations between individual students (Boaler, 2008) and social justice as an 
ongoing struggle directly related to inequitable power of social groups.  
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Ms. Myles has experience with reform-oriented curricula and supports reform goals. She 
describes how her teaching is different from her own mathematics education:  
I just memorized rules, but now I emphasize constantly that fractions, decimals, and 
percents are different names for the same thing. You can go from one to the other. You 
decide which is most useful for the problem you are trying to solve. (FTI, p. 20)  
 
She says the reform-oriented curricula convey this well and require teachers to help 
students 
discover algorithms or principles and not just tell them and drill them afterward. Because, 
clearly that hasn’t worked. You end up teaching kids the same thing year in and year out 
because kids don’t remember from year to year. (MTI, pp. 16-17) 
 
As the member of the Beals design team with the most mathematics experience, she was 
instrumental in the choice of MiC as the middle school and IMP as the high school curricula. She 
is very familiar with Gutstein’s efforts and knows Eric personally. Ms. Myles sought Gutstein’s 
advice on the MiC curricula, they share resources, and they continue to work together in an 
Inquiry to Action Group (ItAG) around integrating mathematics education and social justice55.  
Based on this familiarity, Ms. Myles suggests that Gutstein’s context––both in his earlier work 
(2006) and in his current work with another social justice high school in Chicago––is different 
than her own. For example, in the earlier work, Gutstein taught Latina/o students in both general 
track and honors classes while her classes have a majority of African American students and are 
not tracked. Ms. Myles also works relatively alone in her daily practice while university-based 
social justice educators have access to a number of resources and supports not available to her, 
including graduate students assistance (personal communication, July 25, 2010). Moreover, Ms. 
Myles’ position as a full-time middle grades teacher involves elements of practice not yet 
                                                
55 This group is a subgroup of the aforementioned group, Chicago Teachers for Social Justice. 
For more information on ItAGS see http://www.teachersforjustice.org. 
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considered in the research literature. For example, she not only teaches a short morning 
mathematics session and four full-length periods of mathematics, but she and her teammates 
each teach one period of reading and a shorter advisory/read-aloud period every day. This 
structure, along with practices such as the use of interdisciplinary units, not only aligns with 
conventional norms for successful middle-school teaching (National Middle School Association 
[NMSA], 2003), but also allows Ms. Myles to distribute her social-justice teaching across the 
instructional day and to share the responsibility of teaching for social justice with team 
colleagues. At the same time, planning for multiple subjects and collaborating with colleagues 
across subject areas takes significant time.  
From the first week of observation and throughout that semester, Ms. Myles frequently 
raised justice topics with students in her reading and advisory periods, and to a lesser extent in 
her mathematics classes. Figure 4 shows the multiple entrance points for social justice teaching 
that were observed in Ms. Myles’ practice. Entry points were distributed throughout the 
instructional day with some types of activities occurring more regularly at certain times. 
Involving students as legitimate participants (Lave & Wenger, 1991) in democratic processes or 
in developing strategies for resisting unjust treatment—such as clarifying one’s rights with the 
police—typically took place during advisory or during special activities (e.g. assemblies, field 
trips). Exploring the literature and history of marginalized experience typically took place during 
the reading period or during special activities. Addressing the connection between social justice 
and mathematics was largely limited to mathematics classes, but the topic occasionally arose at 
other times. 
Ms. Myles comes to her practice with rich experience in working for justice and 
knowledge about both social justice and mathematics education drawn from her experience as an  
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Figure 4. Entry Points for Social Justice Teaching in Ms. Myles’ Practice 
educator in an activist community and from the literature. This experience, her students, and her 
context, uniquely shape both her goals for teaching and her enacted practice. Excerpts from field 
notes provide examples of that practice. I then discuss two of the most salient tensions of Ms. 
Myles’ practice: the problem of dominant mathematic as necessity/obstacle to social justice and 
the challenge of fostering student independence/interdependence necessary for social justice. 
Each of these is paired with discussion of how Ms. Myles negotiated that tension in her classes.  
 
Ms. Myles’ Mathematics Practice 
The walls of Ms. Myles’ classroom are covered with inspirational posters. A large 
bulletin board by the windows displays the heading “Math is Beautiful/Math is all Around Us” 
(FN, p 121). The display lists types of people and specific ways in which they make use of 
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mathematics: Home Decorator, Nutritionist, Architect, Athlete, Traveler, Salesperson, Teacher, 
and Parent. Large text at the bottom of the board asks: “Students–How do you use math?” There 
is one computer on Ms. Myles’ desk at the back of the room. Also in the back of the room is a 
cozy reading nook with a couch and small library of young adult fiction and non-fiction. The 
reading area is separated from the rest of the classroom by a bookshelf. There is another bulletin 
board that features the question, “An American Dream for All?” It contains student responses to 
an inquiry project related to fair wages for farm workers. The room has a whiteboard at the front. 
Ms. Myles uses this to display assignments, daily problems and notes. Her phone number is 
written at the corner of the board. Students sit at six tables arranged around the room. Scientific 
calculators are available, although there is not one for every student. 
The following classroom excerpts provide glimpses into Ms. Myles’ teaching. These 
occurred during a data analysis unit she taught in May 2007 (FN, p.171-204). The curriculum is 
MiC: Insights into Data (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2006). While these excerpts are generally 
representative of the lesson structure, dialogue, and approach to content and process seen in Ms. 
Myles’ teaching, they were also chosen because they offer examples for subsequent discussion. 
To provide a richer sample of dialogue in limited space, excerpts occasionally include snippets 
from more than one class on the same day. 
The first excerpt involves discussion of an opener Ms. Myles created to set the stage for a 
modeling activity and to assess understanding of key vocabulary from the previous lesson: 
sample, bias, population, and random. Ms. Myles typically begins class with an opener. Students 
respond in mathematics notebooks. Students sit in threes or fours around the round tables. They 
choose their own seats and are permitted to work together. The following problem is displayed:  
 
Channel 9 wants to find out who is favored for president. They mail a survey to all 
Tribune subscribers and 1,875 mail it back. Obama is the overwhelming favorite.  
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1 Ms. Myles Why is this survey biased?  1 
2 Deon  Some people have no mailbox.  2 
3 Ms. Myles Let’s try something less obscure. 3 
4 Kevan  Some can’t read. 4 
5 Ms. Myles Let’s try something less silly. There are some pretty obvious reasons. 5 
6 Eddie  The sample size is too small. 6 
7 Ms. Myles That could be a problem, but it doesn’t have to be if the people you choose  7 
to survey are well chosen. 8 
8 Deon  Some people don’t like Obama. 9 
9 Ms. Myles That’s not relevant. 10 
10 Tim  How many is it? 11 
11 Ms. Myles Let’s say it’s a large enough sample. Guys, what do we mean by  12 
unbiased? Unbiased means an equal chance for all voters. Who are we  13 
leaving out? 14 
12 Raheem People with no money. 15 
13 Tim  People who don’t subscribe. 16 
14 Deon  People who are less involved with current events. 17 
15 Ms. Myles He’s our senator, our favorite son! [There is a lot of cross talk.] 18 
16 Mia  Who’s his father? [Referring to Ms. Myles’ “favorite son” comment]. 19 
17 Ms. Myles That’s just an expression. 20 
18 Kevan  He’s black. 21 
19 Ms. Myles Okay. There are a lot of black people in Chicago, but less in the country as  22 
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a whole. More black people live in urban areas and Chicago is the 3rd 23 
largest.  24 
20 Jamie  Some people can’t pay for stamps or they don’t care for junk mail. 25 
21 Ruby  What’s the point of voting if your vote doesn’t count anyway? 26 
22 Ms. Myles Why do you say that? 27 
23 Ruby  I don’t remember but it was an adult that told me. [A student brings up  28 
potential problems with voting systems. Ms. Myles verifies that the 29 
fairness of different voting systems is contested. She notes that in the Bush 30 
vs. Gore election, Gore won the popular vote, but Bush won the election.] 31 
24 Ms. Myles So you may be right for presidential elections, but for local offices your  32 
vote counts a lot. What would happen if people didn’t vote for their 33 
interests? [Ms. Myles writes alderman, local school council, and mayor on 34 
the board and then redirects the class to the day’s activity––taking a 35 
random sampling of students who attend band camp. 36 
The second excerpt occurs later in the lesson. After telling students that they are going to 
simulate the band camp example (pp. 12-14), discussion begins with a simpler example.
25 Ms. Myles Anyone familiar with a random number generator? 1 
26 Jamie  Lottery! 2 
27 Ms. Myles The lottery, a computer, a calculator, a table.  3 
28 Ms. Myles Let’s think, if we want to start with the digits 0-9, how many is that? 4 
29 Jamie  10 5 
30 Ms. Myles How could we generate random numbers from 0 to 9? 6 
31 Deon  Pull from a bag. 7 
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32 Ms. Myles So you could make a random sample by pulling from a bag? If you pulled  8 
50 times, how many would be either 0 or 9? 9 
33 Jamie  2/10ths [Ms. Myles writes this on the board]. 10 
34 Erica  10 out of 50 11 
35 Ms. Myles Why? 12 
36 Sienna  If you need 50, you could write that list 5 times. 13 
37 Ms. Myles If you need 50, you could write 2/10 five times. Erica, how did you get it? 14 
38 Erica  Same way. 15 
39 Ms. Myles How else could we get this? 16 
40 Deon  Multiply by 5/5ths [Ms. Myles writes 2/10x5/5=10/50.] 17 
41 Ms. Myles [to the class] You should be taking notes. 18 
42 Brittany I wasn’t here yesterday. 19 
43 Ms. Myles You can do this part without what we did yesterday. You have the same  20 
book as everyone else. [Students work in pairs to find the experimental 21 
probability that a 0 or 9 is chosen over 50 pulls. Brittany’s head is leaning 22 
on the wall. Ms. Myles begins a low-volume discussion with her.] 23 
44 Ms. Myles You are blowing off stuff that is super easy. Don’t you think this is easy?  24 
You can’t count zeros and nines?  25 
45 Brittany [loudly] I can count! But I don’t get it after that! 26 
46 Ms. Myles  But you’ve got to involve yourself. Just because you were absent  27 
yesterday is no excuse. [Ms. Myles moves on to whole class discussion of 28 
student the modeling results. Brittany argues with someone at her table 29 
who repeatedly interrupts the larger discussion. 30 
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Excerpt three comes several days later, prior to a lesson called Interpreting Data (pp. 22-30). The 
opener includes a scatterplot of arm span and height, with two questions: “Is there a relationship 
between arm span and height? How could you tell?” [Emphasis original]. Ms. Myles asks 
students if they remember investigating this relationship in earlier grades. She gives them time to 
respond to the prompt and initiates a guided discussion: 
47 Ms. Myles What if there was no relationship between height and arm span? What  1 
would that look like?  2 
48 Jonell  All over. [Ms. Myles sketches an example and labels it “random/no  3 
pattern.”] 4 
49 Ms. Myles      Do you think taller people have longer arm spans? 5 
   [Students say yes and Ms. Myles labels the original sketch “positive.”] 6 
50 Ms. Myles Why should I care about this? [Students laugh.] Section C is called  7 
Interpreting Graphs. But, I am going to call it Misleading Graphs. Imagine  8 
a company. Why would a company want to create a misleading graph? 9 
51 Austin  To make money. 10 
52 Ms. Myles Who else might want to mislead us? 11 
53 Martell Bush! 12 
54 Ms. Myles  Politicians. Good examples. Let me add another example because I always  13 
like to bring it close to home. [Ms. Myles shifts to a topic discussed on  14 
previous occasions in her non-math classes, the criminalization of youth.] 15 
55 Ms. Myles People who are okay with the criminalization of youth make a connection  16 
between turnstile jumping and bigger crimes. In this neighborhood there 17 
are people so wedded to this idea that they get the police to watch 18 
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turnstiles. [Ms. Myles attends community-policing meetings where such 19 
conversations occur.] They say there is a positive relationship like arm 20 
span and height. When people—basically rich people—complain, the 21 
police are pushed to listen. They build up the idea that students are going 22 
to be serious criminals because of small things.  23 
56 Ruby  They should let us go there one day [to meetings with police.] 24 
57 Ms. Myles Exactly! That is what I am talking about. If we can gather data, we can  25 
show they don’t have any data to prove this. 26 
58 Oscar  What do those rich peoples’ kids do? 27 
59 Ms. Myles The people who complain tend to have fewer children. They complain  28 
about you but no one complains about their dogs—from the poop around 29 
you can tell that lease laws are not followed. I want you to understand that 30 
there is a problem with this kind of thinking. I want you to be able to 31 
defend yourself. Mathematical investigations can show us that these things 32 
are misguided or wrong. Even if there is a relationship, it doesn’t mean 33 
one thing causes another. Because I don’t have the data to look at yet, we 34 
are going to start exploring relationships with the book. [The lesson 35 
continues with discussion of various graphs that are misleading (e.g. the 36 
axes are scaled improperly, the origins are excluded, 3-D pictures are used 37 
inappropriately)] 38 
These excerpts are examined in greater detail in the following sections. However, it should be 
noted that Ms. Myles’ intensity might be less apparent in these excerpts than is typical. 
Typically, Ms. Myles’ mathematics teaching has an urgency that is qualitatively different than 
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her non-mathematics teaching. During mathematics class, she speaks quickly and moves through 
material rapidly. Instruction takes place from bell to bell. Her intensity is apparent to students:   
Malik  I actually pay attention more in math than I do in any class. 
Jasmine Because Ms. Myles is serious! [emphasis in original] 
Marta  Because Ms. Myles talks too fast and if you just snatch a little bit, you are  
not going to get it [laughter]. (FG1, p. 17) 
Also not adequately depicted in these excerpts are multiple supports Ms. Myles provides students 
such as tutoring, timely feedback, and acceptance of late assignments. She offers students her 
home phone number for homework assistance. When students struggle, she contacts guardians 
for support. Though none of this may seem particularly revolutionary, together these features 
reflect the responsibility she takes to provide students access to mathematics they might not 
otherwise be expected to learn (MTI, p.9).  
While such features may be dismissed as simply good teaching (Secada, 1995), they are 
the very features Ms. Myles recognizes as missing in local schools. Throughout the study, she 
confronts the social, structural, and political factors related to access and opportunity to learn 
mathematics. In conversations and the final interview, Ms. Myles reiterates the belief that local 
educators and those in positions of power at the city level––despite their rhetoric––have expected 
little from neighborhood students in mathematics classes (e.g. MTI, p.26).  
I don’t think they care about the average child of color having any strength in 
mathematics, or in anything except to the extent they need to look diverse. I don’t think 
they are looking at Hampton Park and saying yeah, these are the leaders of the future so 
we better teach them mathematics. (MTI, p. 14) 
 
Thus, for Ms. Myles, access to “good teaching”––specifically good mathematics teaching––is 
necessary to address social justice. And yet, good mathematics teaching is not enough. Her 
analysis and practice also address the other equity focal concepts of identity, power, and social 
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agency. And, as argued earlier, examination of the most salient tensions and dilemmas of Ms. 
Myles’ practice can provide a more nuanced view her efforts toward equitable teaching.  
 
Tensions and Dilemmas of Ms. Myles’ Practice 
Dominant mathematics as a necessity for, and an obstacle to, social justice. The 
dilemma of dominant mathematics as both necessity for social justice and an obstacle to social 
justice manifests itself in this study. For Ms. Myles––as for researchers in the existing critical 
mathematics literature––access to the dominant mathematics is a necessary pre-condition for 
social justice. However, in Ms. Myles’ practice, this very need limits the time she has for helping 
students understand the possibilities for using mathematics “in a social justice way” (MTI, p. 8). 
This dilemma emerges in two ways. The first involves the challenge of both preparing for the 
test (i.e. mathematics gatekeepers) and preparing for the future (i.e. meaningful use of 
mathematics). The second involves the challenge of linking mathematics and social justice topics 
appropriately amidst the complexity of practice.  
Preparing for the test and preparing for the future. Ms. Myles describes the relationship 
between mathematics and equity:  
Bob Moses said that algebra is the gatekeeper that keeps children of color and girls out of 
further math and therefore all the careers that are open to them….I always feel that and 
feel part of my responsibility—and it is social justice—is to open that gate for them. 
[emphasis in original] (MTI, p. 9)  
 
Like Robert Moses, whom she references in both interviews, access to mathematics as a 
civil right resonates with Ms. Myles. For her, exposing all students to the mathematics necessary 
for navigating gatekeepers and providing all students with a conceptual foundation that will 
potentially allow them access to mathematics-intensive fields, is social justice in and of itself. 
And yet, Ms. Myles also sees mathematics and social justice as related by more than an 
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imperative to teach the dominant mathematics: 
We are a social justice school so I really do want to be teaching about math in the service 
of how to make the world a better place. Frankly, flashing some stuff on the board about 
integers or graphing inequalities or what’s the area of this polygon, isn’t that. (MTI, pp. 
2-3) 
 
When Ms. Myles talks about Beals students, she acknowledges that although they attend 
a college preparatory school, not all of them will necessarily attend college or pursue careers that 
require significant mathematics. And yet, she believes in mathematics educator Dorothy Strong’s 
concept of bi-mathematics—“[W]e are preparing you for the test and we are preparing you for 
your future” (FTI, pp. 18-20). For an 8th grade teacher in CPS, “preparing for the test” literally 
means preparing students for standardized tests used both to evaluate Beals56 and to determine 
whether students matriculate to 8th grade––even when those tests are inadequate indicators of 
mathematical understanding. And, because students in Illinois must pass Algebra I to graduate 
from high school, preparing for the test also means preparing students for success in 9th grade 
algebra. As Ms. Myles puts it, algebra is the most frequently failed class in high school: “I want 
my students to be so comfortable with mathematics as they leave 8th grade, that they all pass 
algebra. They may fail other classes, but they won’t fail algebra” (personal communication, July 
25, 2010). Simultaneously, for Ms. Myles, “preparing for the future” involves helping students 
learn mathematics with a level of understanding that expands their future possibilities––
including their capacity to use mathematics as a tool for social justice.  
The tension between these goals emerges as Ms. Myles’ wrestles with implementing a 
project around the criminalization of youth. In the initial interview, several weeks into the study, 
Ms. Myles describes the problem and its relevance: 
                                                
56 Standardized tests are serious for Beals and may determine whether or it continues to exist. 
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The police keep stopping our students…I am not going to say that they are all innocent, 
but a lot of them are being stopped doing innocent activities. If we gathered data…and 
analyzed their interactions with the police…we might be able to show something about 
youth being stopped unfairly…It would be good to help the kids understand how data is 
used against them. [For instance], the whole broken windows theory of crime—if you get 
a kid for breaking windows you are stopping him being a criminal later on [see Kelling & 
Coles, 1996]—that’s not a valid use of correlation, or causation…but they act like it is. 
They’ll make a big deal over kids jumping the turnstile…. Please don’t tell me that [kids] 
are insipient rapists because they don’t have two dollars….You can’t make that 
judgment. (MTI, pp. 3-5, emphasis added) 
 
At that time, Ms. Myles wants to investigate this question with her mathematics students, but is 
still working out details. She says, “I am anxious about what I am going to do in terms of these 
projects…because you have to gather data—and I don’t have that kind of time” (MTI, pp. 2-3). 
She is concerned about both planning and class time such a project requires. Ms. Myles supports 
contextualized mathematics instruction indicating that students learn more when mathematics is 
attached “to a story of some sort because as humans that is what we relate to, a story or a 
picture” (MTI, p. 17). And yet, she also expresses concern that while her students are capable of 
engaging in significant mathematics and complex social justice questions, for some, introducing 
both at the same time may be a significant challenge (K. Myles, personal communication, July 
25, 2010).  Moreover, time devoted to social justice projects potentially leaves less time for 
explicitly addressing the range of topics on gatekeeper assessments.  
Field notes indicate that Ms. Myles’ concern over the time it takes to plan and implement 
a social justice mathematics project may be warranted. Using a modest example of a 
contextualized problem (Lines 11-24), Ms. Myles initiates a discussion she thinks will be 
straightforward. While this contextualized example is far less complex that the project she wants 
to try, discussion reveals unanticipated confusion about different meanings of the word bias. Ms. 
Myles also discovers that the answer to the opener most obvious to her is not as apparent to 
students. And, she finds that the problem sends some students in unanticipated directions––away 
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from her mathematical goals. Such challenges are documented in the research literature (see for 
example, Lubienski [2000]). To Ms. Myles’ credit, she adjusts instruction in subsequent periods 
by, for example, by frontloading discussion to access students’ prior knowledge and by explicit 
discussion of the differences between how the word bias is used in everyday language and in 
mathematics. Nonetheless, this example illustrates challenges she is likely to encounter in a 
larger project with more complex goals.  
Field notes provide another example of students’ capacity for engagement in the type of 
rich, open-ended project Ms. Myles hopes to pursue. In February 2006, the following discussion 
took place in Ms. Myles’s advisory period. The period was being used to plan for a visit from a 
police commander––a visit intended to serve as background for the criminalization of youth 
project. As would be expected when students are developing new skills, helping them develop 
the capacity to lead was not straightforward. The class had difficulty quieting and focusing on 
the goal. After considerable wait time and several false starts, Ms. Myles suggested a vote to 
determine whether students really wanted to do the project. A vote was taken with near 
unanimous support. The session continued as follows: 
Ms. Myles Earlier we talked about our rights.  
Aaron  We studied our rights in the State Constitution. 
Ms. Myles Do we know enough about our rights? Who wants to facilitate? [Ruby 
volunteers] 
Ruby  What should I write? 
Ms. Myles  What rights do we want to know more about? [Ruby records the question 
on the board.] We are trying to generate ideas. Imagine yourself stopped. 
What do you want to know about your rights? Let me put it like this, have 
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you heard about the gang loitering ordinance? [Ms. Myles explains the 
ordinance.] 
Kenyatta  The police made me leave the corner in front of my house. 
Ms. Myles Who owns the corner? You have as much right to stand on it as the 
yuppies and their dogs.  
Aaron The police chased us when we were throwing snowballs outside the old 
folks home. 
Ms. Myles Your story is a little different than Kenyatta’s as older people do get 
nervous when students are roughhousing. But, the police can’t just move 
you along for no reason. [Someone interrupts the discussion with a 
comment to Kenyatta and an argument ensues. Ms. Myles waits and then 
proposes a way forward.] 
Ms. Myles  Maybe someone has a suggestion of how to mediate [the argument]? 
Ruby  Just tune her out! [The class quiets and Ms. Myles presses on.] 
Ms. Myles  We have only one thing on the board––loitering ordinance. 
[Ms. Myles talks about community policing meetings and the types of 
requests high-income, predominately white, property owners make with 
regard to the regulation of neighborhood students of color. She again 
encourages students to pose questions for the police. Jasmine suggests a 
question and others follow.] 
Jasmine What can we say to the police? 
Ms. Myles Okay, write that down. 
Kenyatta Do we know what to do if the police follow you? 
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Derek  What to do if the police curse at us?    (FN, pp. 29-31) 
This exchange highlights differences between students’ capacity for self-organization, 
relational equity (Boaler, 2008), productive discussion, and the level of those skills students will 
need to develop an effective inquiry project as a group. It is relevant for the mathematics projects 
Ms. Myles wants to do––not only because students will need improved collaboration skills to 
handle the task––but also because Ms. Myles has to weigh this need and the time it will take to 
address, against the time she needs to plan and implement instruction that supports access to 
dominant mathematical gatekeepers.  
While it might be tempting, given the examples in this section, to focus on deficits in Ms. 
Myles’ instruction or to assume that her students are not capable of the activities she would like 
them to do, such a focus would miss the more productive rationale for identification of Ms. 
Myles’ dilemmas––to provide a fuller picture of the challenges of practice in this setting. In this 
context, while preparing students for the test and preparing them for a rich mathematical future 
are not mutually exclusive, they are far from straightforward. 
Mathy enough and too mathy. The necessity/obstacle dilemma also emerges in a 
different way in Ms. Myles’ practice. Referring again to the criminalization of youth project, Ms. 
Myles articulates another challenge––determining how to make the mathematics involved 
appropriate for her students. She elaborates, “The pitfall of a project like this is that you find out, 
wow, this is more complex than I thought, or the data isn’t really there, or the data shows 
something, but not exactly what we need” (MTI, pp. 4-5). Given limited time for open-ended 
inquiry, there is a legitimate concern that if students struggle too much with the mathematics, or 
the mathematics is too tedious, or the data available does not illuminate the problem, students 
may not develop a sense of mathematics as a powerful tool for social justice. Moreover, if the 
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mathematics needed to explore the social justice problem is not mathematics that is emphasized 
on gatekeeping assessments, valuable time may be lost. 
When Ms. Myles first describes the criminalization problem, she says she needs to make 
the investigation “mathy enough,” (MTI, p.3). She clarifies that a project implemented during 
mathematics time needs not only to contain rich mathematical activity, but should also address 
the topics students will encounter on gatekeeper assessments (FN, p. 22). Later, when discussing 
whether she includes student-generated themes in her justice projects, she indicates that she must 
weigh the mathematics in any project against the demands of the district and state. Hence, using 
student-generated themes makes it difficult to address the required mathematics topics. 
I can’t run eighth grade math as [students] choose the topics and I figure out how to 
do all the math we need for the standardized test…I don’t have sufficient background 
for that and that would take so much time I just don’t know how I would ever do it. 
(MTI, p. 8) 
 
This hesitancy to engage projects “on the fly”—because they may either lead to mathematics that 
is too difficult for students, or because they lead to mathematics students can do, but not the 
mathematics in which state standards indicate students should engage—might again be attributed 
to deficits in teacher knowledge. However, such concerns are also quite legitimate in an 
environment in which gatekeepers are truly high-stakes. 
Ms. Myles also considers whether introducing mathematics is appropriate for a particular 
project––essentially asking whether a project can be “too mathy.” In an early conversation about 
curriculum, Ms. Myles notes that her team deliberately chose to limit the Who Built America? 
unit, to language arts and social studies classes. This was not because the topic is unrelated to 
mathematics, but rather, because obvious kinds of mathematical activity for the unit––such as 
exploring U.S. Census data––were potentially tedious for students, might not further 8th grade 
mathematics goals, and might dampen student enthusiasm for the unit or mathematics (FN, p. 
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31). This is not to say that creative activities for incorporating mathematics could not be 
developed, but rather, given the team resources, some topics made more sense than others.  
The “too mathy” dimension of the necessity/obstacle dilemma emerges is another way. A 
few days before standardized testing, as she reviewed with students, Ms. Myles 
uncharacteristically took a tips-and-tricks approach to a topic she had yet to teach. She told 
students, “[H]ere is the beautiful thing about parallel lines cut by a transversal—find the angles 
that look the same.” She told the students not to worry about this type of problem (FN, p. 49). 
When I asked her to elaborate, she said that she wanted students to consider “that one thing 
briefly because that one thing is on the standardized test” (MTI, p. 14). She went on to explain 
that the problem could be important as part of a richer exploration of Euclidean geometry—for 
example, once students reach high school—but the topic was, in a sense, more mathematical than 
could be sufficiently explored before testing.  
Ms. Myles wants her students to make connections between mathematical ideas, to see 
the social justice relevance of those ideas, and to meet the expectations of dominantly-sanctioned 
measures of achievement. Given that the imminent gatekeeper for Ms. Myles’ students in this 
example is a predominately multiple-choice test that only superficially addresses a wide range of 
skills, Ms. Myles again faces dilemmas. She wants her students both to learn the dominant 
mathematics with conceptual understanding, and to develop a sense of how mathematics might 
be used as a tool for social justice. Time spent on a high-stakes assessment––that addresses 
neither of these goals––is certainly an obstacle to conceptual understanding. Moreover, because 
the topic of lines crossed by transversals may not be particularly relevant for her students, its 
inclusion in what Ms. Myles necessarily conveys as an important gatekeeper may widen the 
disconnect students experience between mathematics and social justice.   
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Negotiating the necessity and obstacle tension. Ms. Myles negotiated the 
necessity/obstacle tension in various ways. Although she describes her role as preparing students 
to solve problems and to think mathematically (MTI, p. 20), interviews and observations indicate 
that she also spent time considering the gatekeepers and how best to help her students confront 
them. As standardized tests grew nearer, this included discussion of test taking strategies. 
Moreover, as in the parallel lines discussion, she made pragmatic and strategic decisions 
calculated to help her students. She told students how to think about the problem for the test, but 
did not spend more time exploring the concept.  
Another way that Ms. Myles engaged the necessity/obstacle dilemma is by identifying 
mathematics she considered both inherently important for access, and also useful for helping 
students become leaders in the fight against oppression. The connection between fractions, 
decimals, and percents is one of these topics. The use and misuse of data to influence others is 
another. She worked—to the extent possible given her resources and time—to develop lessons 
around these topics. For example, students investigated the plight of low-wage farm workers in 
Immokalee, Florida (Figures E2, E3, & E4). This project made significant use of fractions, 
decimals, and percents. It used information from the Coalition of Immokalee Workers to help 
students understand the social context. Some students’ personal experience with migrant farm 
work provided additional context. The project linked directly to immigration and labor problems 
that students had been studying all year in non-math classes.  
Students read fact sheets57 and other online materials, and answered math questions 
written by Ms. Myles––questions designed to reveal the discrepancy between what the workers 
earn and a fair wage (Figure E3). The fact sheets provided a concrete example of the use of 
                                                
57 An updated version of this fact sheet is available at http://www.ciw-online.org/101.html#facts. 
  155 
mathematics to support social justice arguments. In language arts classes, students wrote letters 
to the fast-food chain being targeted, advocating for as increase in workers’ wages. During the 
project, representative Immokalee workers visited Chicago as part of a national tour. Some 
students and Ms. Myles were able to attend a rally for the workers. Just before students mailed 
their letters, the company agreed to the activists’ demands––providing a powerful example of 
how collective organizing can improve social conditions.  
In the Immokalee project, Ms. Myles distributed her social justice commitment among 
other subjects and divided the work with colleagues who share a similar social justice vision. The 
project was authentic and aligned with themes that the team had stressed throughout the year. Its 
design pushed students to connect the personal and local with broader social justice concerns. 
Moreover, while the project certainly involved work for Ms. Myles, resources for the topic were 
relatively available. The campaign had a detailed website. The organizing tour generated press 
releases, new articles, and the opportunity to connect with others concerned with justice. Ms. 
Myles’ personal resources—for example her experience with similar campaigns and work as a 
local activist––positioned her both to become aware of and to respond to the campaign.  
Ms. Myles also uses the project to help students see how surveys can promote awareness. 
Before and after they investigated the problem, students answered surveys addressing their 
willingness to change spending patterns if that would translate to better working conditions. Ms. 
Myles shared this information in class. This experience was a potential scaffold to support 
student creation of surveys for the criminalization of youth project (FN, p. 123).  
While the Immokalee project is the main way students in Ms. Myles’ class used 
mathematics as a tool for social justice, throughout the study Ms. Myles helped them see 
mathematics as connected to important issues in small ways (e.g. Lines 1-24). The 
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criminalization question was discussed throughout the spring of 2007––predominately in Ms. 
Myles’ advisory period. However, as the graduation neared, it became clear that the investigation 
Ms. Myles envisioned would not happen. Rather than abandoning the topic altogether, in the 
final weeks of the year, Ms. Myles, used the topic to generate student interest in interpreting data 
(Lines 47-59).  
Fostering student independence and interdependence in mathematics class. In 
addition to the necessity/obstacle dilemma, the challenge of simultaneously fostering student 
independence and interdependence exists in this case. Both goals emerge as requirements for 
social justice. Both are needed for democratic organizing, and both are needed for students to 
access mathematics and to use mathematics as a tool in the struggle for justice. When Ms. 
Myles’ talks about organizing to make the world a better place, she conveys a sense of the 
importance of both the individual and the group––broadly, and with specific respect to her 
experience in democratic organizations (e.g. FN, pp. 187, 214). Organizing for social justice at 
the grassroots level requires common vision, collective capacity, and constant struggle. At the 
same time, tasks are divided and members take responsibility for different aspects of the work.  
With respect to mathematics, Ms. Myles’ teaching emphasizes the need for similar self-
discipline and personal responsibility. She pushes students to work hard and holds them 
individually accountable. She expects students to follow actively class discussions, to take notes, 
and be able to communicate their strategies in writing and aloud (e.g. Lines 25-46). She assigns 
and grades a non-trivial homework assignment every night. Ms. Myles wants to provide 
scaffolds for students without doing the mathematical thinking for them. 
[Students] will never get an answer from me really. I’ll ask them more questions because 
I want them to figure it out…. I’d rather say, don’t you remember diameter is twice 
radius? But, instead I’ll say draw the picture, or isn’t it in your notes…. I could have 
presented a brilliant lesson, wonderfully constructed so every piece is interrelated, but 
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that’s work I did…. [That] doesn’t give them knowledge. They have to work. Me telling 
them the answer is me doing the work…they might move a little faster because I told 
them diameter is twice the radius, but they didn’t actually learn anything from that. (MTI, 
p. 30) 
 
This description both decenters the teacher as expert and conveys a view of sense making as an 
individual activity.  
Co-existing with her desire that students develop work habits for individual access to the 
dominant mathematics, Ms. Myles also acknowledges that having students work together is 
educational in and of itself…it gets kids excited, maybe someone else will explain it 
better… it’s that process of discovering, except that you are discovering it in a group and 
if you have a weakness, maybe someone else doesn’t have that weakness. (MTI, p.19)  
 
Here, Ms. Myles refers both to the motivational and pedagogical benefits of group work. She 
notes that collective approaches provide richer learning opportunities than individual 
approaches––a view supported by mathematics education research (e.g. Treisman, 1992). And 
so, even though some of her students prefer to work alone (FG1, pp. 15-17): 
Malik I am really interested in it [mathematics] and I want to learn and stuff. I 
want to be able to like do the problem by myself. 
Marta I get mad at my group because they are asking me what to do, and I am 
like, I don’t know, because I want to figure it out [myself].  
 
Ms. Myles wants them to develop collective capacity. In the class excerpt below, Ms. Myles 
reminds students of the value of working together. Students have been working in pairs for a 
several days on the famous locker problem [FN, pp. 319-320]: 
Ms. Myles Today we are finishing the locker problem. Has anyone found a good 
method?  
Amina We listed all the factors.  
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Ms. Myles I haven’t seen anyone else doing that. How will figuring out the factors 
help you to determine if a locker is open or closed? Someone else besides 
Amina or her partner? [Explanations are given as Ms. Myles takes notes 
on the board.] 
Ms. Myles See how much sense their method makes. That’s a good method. If you 
are stuck right now, that might be a good method to use. Anyone else want 
to share his or her idea? [A number of groups report. Later, as students 
work, Ms. Myles guides a group of boys who have made little progress.] 
Ms. Myles You two have far too many people touching doors. Seriously, I suggest 
you find the factors of the numbers because this isn’t working for you. If 
you work together this won’t take as long. Split it up. Somebody do the 
even numbers, somebody do the odd.  
Despite Ms. Myles’ suggestion, the boys she addresses work for a few minutes and then return to 
chatting about other things. They are among two or three groups who have not finished. Ms. 
Myles reinforces her expectation the day––that students who have not finished before the 
discussion, will not receive credit: 
Ms. Myles I know this is a long and sometimes frustrating problem. But, I’ve given you a 
few days. You had the option to stay after school for help. It’s crunch time 
baby! [Laughter]  
As this lesson was early in the year, Ms. Myles was still in the process of helping 
students adjust to the norms for both individual and group work expected in her class. This 
activity was to be followed by an individual test the next day. And, because of this test, time for 
fuller discussion of the implications of the locker problem was abbreviated. When Ms. Myles 
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tells students it is “crunch time,” her words reflect not only a desire to see students using time 
wisely, but also the time pressure that influences her teaching choices on a daily basis. Despite 
the fact that field notes indicate many groups had a rich understanding of the problem, for some 
students, a lack of time for summative discussion may have diminished the value of taking time 
for group work in the first place. And yet, Ms. Myles’ decision to move on occurs within a larger 
school structure that makes it difficult to spend too much time on any one topic. 
Allowing collaboration does not ensure engagement. Nor does it teach students to work 
productively together. Ms. Myles acknowledges the challenge of motivating her open 
enrollment, untracked students on a regular basis to complete their work––individually or in 
groups. In FTI, she asserts, “[W]ow, their work ethic is far removed from what is necessary if 
you are really trying to pursue anything other than ‘I’ll get by.’ And some of them really aren’t 
getting by, who surely could be” (FTI, p. 7). Ms. Myles is aware that her high expectations alone 
do not motivate all students. Even when students were interested in a topic, students sometimes 
struggled to work together productively. This was particularly true during the advisory periods 
dedicated to developing questions for the police commander’s visit (FN, p. 29, 55). In these 
sessions, Ms. Myles worked to share responsibility for classroom leadership with students. And 
yet, she found that students’ capacity for relational equity prevented progress again and again. 
Disruptive side conversations and irrelevant disagreements prevented progress even when 
students voted to continue with the work.  
Given the needs of her students and constraints such as limited time, Myles struggles to 
promote individual habits for success in mathematics classes and students’ capacity to think for 
themselves, while simultaneously advocating interdependence. Too much attention to individual 
effort may keep them from developing either social agency or mathematical understanding, and 
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yet, students must individually meet the challenge of mathematical gatekeepers. As Ms. Myles 
works to teach mathematics for social justice, she struggles to engage these contradictory goals.  
Negotiating the independence and interdependence tension. Ms. Myles negotiates the 
tension between promoting student independence and interdependence in a small ways. As I 
have noted, Ms. Myles allowed students to work together regularly. And yet, she addressed 
Marta’s concern—that working in groups is not always easy or preferable—by allowing, but not 
requiring, group work on most formative activities and making summative assessments 
individual. Ms. Myles also negotiates the space between an individual and a collective focus with 
the frequent question “Does everyone have a way to do this?” (e.g. FN, p. 22). After several 
students have discussed their approaches this question prompts students to monitor their own 
understanding. It positions students as experts on their own practice. At the same time, it implies 
that students may use different approaches but that everyone needs to have an effective approach 
as the class moves forward together. As earlier noted, hearing a description of these teaching 
moves––without the benefit of context––one might dismiss them as simply the moves any good 
teacher would be expected to make and not indicators of teaching mathematics for social justice. 
But, given Ms. Myles’ long-term, critical goals, and students’ needs, such moves are steps in the 
direction she wants to go.  
 One instance where Ms. Myles negotiates the independence/interdependence tension 
occurs in a discussion of how students might support each other’s progress. During advisory 
period, Ms. Myles discusses grades with students. She assures them that each was capable of 
earning at least a “C” in mathematics for that quarter. She solicits students’ advice about how the 
class might support struggling students. The class agrees to work together toward helping 
everyone pass and generates suggestions for ways to make this happen (FN, p. 11). This example 
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reflects a theme of Ms. Myles’ practice—that organized groups can work together to accomplish 
difficult tasks.  
 The Immokalee project represents this theme well and addresses the 
independence/interdependence tension. Throughout the project––in language arts classes and in 
mathematics classes––students develop and use their individual skills to both investigate and 
address a larger social problem.  On one level, the problem helps students understand how their 
individual choices affect the wider and interdependent economic landscape. On another, it 
provides a concrete and very accessible example of organizing for social justice.  
While is may seem that Ms. Myles resolves the independence/interdependence tension by 
striking a balance between for example, individual and group work, Ms. Myles engages the 
independence/interdependent tension differently at different times in her practice. As Ms. Myles 
helps students recognize their independence and collective agency, she also challenges liberal, 
individualist ideology.  
This research seeks to understand teaching mathematics for social justice as it is negotiated 
in teachers’ practice in a supportive setting. Ms. Myles’ practice is co-constructed with students 
(Cobb, Wood, Yackel, & Mc Neal, 1992) within a public education system that has become 
increasingly more regimented. High-stakes evaluation of mathematics learning under this 
structure reflects a transmission or “banking” (Freire, 2002) model of education that is at once 
ahistorical and disconnected from the lived realities of low-income youth of color. As 
mathematics teachers lose more control of class time to standardized testing, standardized test 
preparation, and “coverage” of “that one thing because it is on the test,” teachers must struggle to 
teach for conceptual understanding––let alone to consider how one might mathematize social 
justice problems and teach students to explore them. And yet, as a teacher working for social 
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justice, this is the challenge Ms. Myles has taken on.    
Although Ms. Myles is a fulltime teacher, whose practice is developing organically from 
her own experience and context, her goals for social just teaching and the instructional features 
she employs are in line with Gutstein’s social justice mathematics teaching (Figure 1). At the 
same time, constraints of her specific practice and different priorities mean that Ms. Myles’ 
teaching takes on its own character. This would be the case even if a teacher specifically tried to 
follow Gutstein’s approach. At the same time, it is worth highlighting the ways in which her 
practice did align with Gutstein’s practice as he describes it. Ms. Myles’ engaged with critical 
topics that were highly relevant to her students in both the Immokalee project and in discussions 
around the criminalization of youth. With respect to the later project, despite earlier struggles to 
get the criminalization of youth project off the ground, in lines 47-59, Ms. Myles raises this topic 
again––even when she does not have the data she needs to proceed and even while she knows 
that if she had the data, it is likely too late for this class of students to explore the topic. In doing 
so, she not only uses an authentic local problem that draws on students’ common experience to 
pique their interest, but she presents the possibility that students can address that problem. After 
the lesson moves to the text, students participate enthusiastically in the discussion––even 
Brittany, who at this point in the year, did not typically engage in mathematics class (e.g. Lines 
41-46). Ms. Myles’ case therefore, adds to the range of ways teachers may approach equitable 
practice from a critical stance.  
The research literature on equitable mathematics teaching emphasizes the need for 
mathematics pedagogy that prepares students for success in the existing educational system 
while simultaneously preparing them to question and ultimately change that system to make it 
more equitable (Gutiérrez, 2008). These somewhat contradictory goals are represented in Ms. 
  163 
Myles’ practice in her conception of mathematics as a civil right––or access to mathematics––
and her overarching social justice goal of putting students in the leadership of the fight against 
oppression over the long term––helping students develop social justice influence. As Ms. Myles’ 
practice shows, doing both, under the conditions classroom teachers and marginalized students 
face, is a challenge—even for an experienced teacher and activist.  
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Chapter 6 
The Case of Bryan Wu 
 
Mr. Wu’s Background and Perspectives 
Bryan Wu teaches 9th grade mathematics (IMP 1). His family emigrated to the U.S. from 
Hong Kong in the 1970s when he was one year old. Mr. Wu grew up in Hampton Park and lives 
nearby. He has four brothers and sisters––including Beals Curriculum Coordinator Carlos Wu. 
He attended three different elementary schools because his family moved frequently in search of 
affordable housing. His academic success positioned him to he attend a selective magnet high 
school in another part of the city. Mr. Wu then earned a bachelor’s degree in elementary 
education (grades K-9) from a highly selective state university outside of Chicago, and a 
master’s degree in school administration from a university in the city. He has credit for 
approximately 30 hours of college-level mathematics coursework. After college, he taught in 
local elementary schools for six years and then worked as an elementary school administrator 
elsewhere in the city. When interviewed, Mr. Wu was in his 10th year of teaching and third 
semester at Beals. 
Mr. Wu teaches five mathematics classes and has one advisory period each day. He is the 
mathematics department chair and co-sponsor of a theater project with John Hart. He also 
mentors three first-year teachers. Although open to working where he is most needed, Mr. Wu’s 
passion for mathematics teaching is evident as he talks about the possibility that his class load 
may be reduced in order for him to take on administrative duties. 
I love teaching math! I love teaching it! I would rather teach math five periods a day than 
do the scheduling. But the scheduling has been such a nightmare in the last two years that 
they needed someone that thinks mathematically. (MTI, p. 9) 
 
As discussed in Chapter 4, Mr. Wu is a represent/ative educator whose experiences with youth 
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organizing in Hampton Park have had a profound impact on both his path to teaching and his 
decision to teach mathematics at Beals. 
I am here because I grew up in this neighborhood, [because of] my friends…a bunch of 
people who have a common vision. We started influencing each other…. If I didn’t live 
in this neighborhood, didn’t meet these people that I have met, I wouldn’t be in this 
situation…. Teaching wasn’t my first calling. I didn’t go to undergrad as an education 
major. I started in business. I started in business my first year [of college] and all through 
the summers, all through the off-season, all through the breaks we always worked with 
kids…. We coached softball, coached football, basketball––all those different things. All 
my friends were doing it. That was the thing to do in the neighborhood.... We started a 
program in the summer called Youth on Youth (see Appendix D). I was one of the 
original twelve members of that project… [Youth on Youth] led myself and a couple of 
my friends into teaching…. We were 18, 19 years old. We didn’t know what to do with 
ourselves. We were just spending the summer, trying to make some money. We got paid 
for it, but also, we were doing something we loved—working with each other, working 
with the kids, working with athletics, education, whatever our strong suits were.… We 
fought for the program [Youth on Youth]….we fought for it! And that really was the 
springboard for a lot of what we are doing now. It’s a springboard for why this school is 
here.  (MTI, pp. 1-5). 
 
Among the represent/ative educators, Mr. Wu describes mathematics as his strong suit 
(MTI, p. 5.) “Math came easily for me. I didn’t have to try. I could listen for maybe 20% of the 
time and still understand what was going on” (MTI, p. 16). He explains that success with 
mathematics is unusual in Hampton Park. “I don’t see a lot of adults who are able to function in a 
college level [mathematics] class, who have been to college. I don’t know that population” (MTI, 
p. 39). When I ask if this is an equity issue, he disagrees, “I can’t see it that way because I came 
from poverty.” He explains,  
I didn’t have that support at home. Neither of my parents spoke English. Neither of them 
had math past a third grade level. So who was supporting me? I clearly went farther in 
math than anyone in my family. (MTI, p. 39) 
 
Thus, he implicitly questions whether his success would have been possible in an inequitable 
system. And yet, upon reflection, he reconsiders my question from outside his own experience. 
I did a traditional math course. Maybe someone that lived in a different area and had 
different experiences, yeah, I can see that. If you weren’t exposed to a good math 
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education, you can’t come in and do college level math. (MTI, p. 39) 
 
Therefore, Mr. Wu concedes that access, characterized in the literature as opportunities to learn 
mathematics (Oakes, 1990; Tate, 1995b), make a difference for college success. Later in the first 
interview, he indicates that he had such opportunities––particularly in high school. For example, 
he describes having good high school teachers, especially for his pre-calculus and calculus 
courses. At the time, Mr. Wu would have been among the roughly 20% of U.S. high school 
students who received credit for either course (Dalton, Ingels, Downing, and Bowzick, 2007). He 
was among an even more elite group taking these courses in the Chicago Public Schools. 
In interviews and in our informal conversations, we frequently discussed mathematics 
curriculum. Mr. Wu’s high school mathematics courses followed a traditional sequence (FT1, p. 
16). He describes the path to college as follows: 
I always saw Algebra as a way to get to Advanced Algebra and Advanced Algebra as a 
way to get into Pre-Calculus, Pre-calculus leads to Calculus and once you take Calculus I 
think that is the end of the train for a lot of people. (MTI, p. 41) 
 
Mr. Wu joined the Beals faculty in year two––after the high school curriculum was chosen. 
Therefore, he had no input on the choice of IMP as the high school curriculum. IMP is a new 
experience for him. While he was exposed to reform-oriented approaches in his teacher training, 
he admits that his pre-service education did not prepare him to teach an integrated high school 
curriculum (FTI, p. 12). Moreover, because of other priorities, Mr. Wu did not attend local IMP 
trainings.  
In both interviews, Mr. Wu is hesitant to endorse IMP as a good fit for Beals students. 
When I ask if the IMP curriculum provides adequate mathematics background he says “[T]here’s 
a lot of pros and cons. I mean I’ve researched and read their testimonials and things, but from my 
experiences in the first year, I don’t think so” (MTI, p. 40). After teaching the curriculum for a 
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little over a year, he provides this evaluation of IMP.  
The math that we are doing now lends itself better for functioning adults.…[I]t lends 
itself better to real life situations. Whereas, the traditional model lends itself better to 
preparing for college math. (MTI, 41) 
 
Conversations with Mr. Wu indicate that he prioritizes teaching students material that is 
on high stakes tests, not only to prepare them for college mathematics success, but “just to get 
into college” (MTI, p. 21). For him, the IMP curriculum poses challenges to this goal. In 
Illinois––as opposed to some other states––there is not a separate high-stakes test for integrated 
curricula. Moreover, in the first edition of the text used at Beals, students do not have much 
exposure to quadratic equations before the high-stakes tests are given in students’ junior year 
(FTI, p. 34). And so, while Mr. Wu acknowledges that he has yet to teach the entire 4-year 
curriculum, he is not optimistic that IMP alone can prepare students for state exams. 
I might be pleasantly surprised, but I always want to prepare for the worst, and the worst 
that I see is that our PSAE (Prairie State Achievement Exam) scores are not going to be 
sufficient enough to get these kids to college. And so, therefore, we want to supplement. 
We want to do what we can, after school or in addendums to the curriculum––[to 
provide] things that IMP doesn’t provide, that the traditional curriculum does. (MTI, 41) 
 
Although the latest edition of IMP is sequenced so that students have more exposure to topics on 
gatekeeping exams earlier, Beal does not own this second edition. To address this sequencing 
problem, Mr. Wu says he has reordered and supplemented the curriculum to expose students to 
key concepts earlier. According to him, there may be money available for curriculum writing in 
the summer. However, more comprehensive attention to how the curriculum as a whole could be 
adjusted to address achievement exams has yet to occur. 
In addition to concerns about IMP’s content and sequencing, Mr. Wu is uneasy about the 
potential for uneven implementation of the curriculum across grades as students move from 
classroom to classroom. While this is a potential concern with any curriculum, IMP’s 
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effectiveness, according to Mr. Wu, “depends on all four years for [students] to get a 
comprehensive curriculum [emphasis original]” (MTI, p. 40). This concern stems from 
conversations he has had with former students seem dissatisfied with the program as they move 
beyond IMP 1 (FTI, p. 39).  
The kids feel comfortable enough to talk with you about it. They express their 
displeasure. They express their frustration. They tell you. They are very honest, 
especially if they know you can be trusted and you are an advocate. I hear it all.  
 
Students echoed such frustration in focus groups. Some say that they prefer going to Mr. Wu for 
tutoring rather than asking their current teacher for help (FG 2). A student talks about a friend 
who earned straight As in another city high school and yet found herself unprepared for college 
mathematics. She worries that though she does well in IMP, it may not be teaching her what she 
needs to know (FG 3).  
In addition to the feedback Mr. Wu’s receives from students, his concerns about the 
implementation of IMP also stems from the fact that, the IMP 2 teacher and the IMP 3 teacher 
are both new to teaching and reform-oriented curriculum are a challenge even for experienced 
teachers. Mr. Wu believes new teachers benefit from a curriculum that is familiar.  
As a new teacher you want a cookie cutter model, where “This is what I am going to 
teach”. You need a textbook to fall back on because when all else goes wrong, [you] can 
refer back to the text and say, “Do this page, here are the instructions.” And, in IMP you 
don’t have that. (MTI, p. 15) 
 
For him, curriculum provides novice teachers with a foundation for their practice, while other 
components––like management––must necessarily be developed over time. 
[Y]ou’ve got to fall back on the curriculum, fall back on the lessons. That is the one 
aspect of your teaching that has to be solid before…anything. Because discipline, that is a 
work in progress. First year teachers are not taught how to control a classroom. There is 
not a class on classroom presence. (FTI, p. 36) 
 
Without denying that both traditional and integrated curricula have merit, Mr. Wu’s ambivalence 
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to IMP does not appear to come from concern about his own ability to implement the curriculum 
with fidelity58. Rather, he indicates that IMP is simply not the right choice for a small and 
developing department with largely inexperienced faculty under the current conditions of high-
stakes testing.  
In addition to his personal concerns, Mr. Wu says that the district area mathematics 
coordinator would prefer a different curriculum at Beals. He predicts that if standardized test 
scores are not high enough, there will be outside pressure from the district to reevaluate Beals’ 
high school curriculum––despite the freedom the school has been given to select its own 
curriculum to this point. Low scores may jeopardize the school’s existence. Speaking of the 
current juniors who will be the first class of students to take the high school exams he says  
They never had anyone [in high school] who was experienced in teaching IMP, or just 
math in general…my fear is that our scores are going to be really low. It’s going to go a 
long way toward deciding whether we are going to have the school or not. In this era of 
testing and accountability, we need to produce those scores. (MTI, pp. 17-18) 
 
While the study ended before the initial round of standardized test scores for Beals 11th graders 
was available, subsequent public reports for 2008, 2009, and 2010 indicate that unlike the middle 
grades scores, high school scores are below both state and district averages. However, students’ 
ACT scores are rising. In 2011, the school’s scores place it amidst the middle tier––rather than 
the lower tier––schools in CPS. 
Despite uncertainty around whether or not Beals will change texts, Mr. Wu feels that any 
decision should be informed by stakeholder goals for the school. He says, “If we are going to 
change textbooks we [have] to find something that revolves around our curriculum and what we 
feel math education is about” (FTI, p. 36). It is unclear here whether he is talking about a college 
                                                
58 Mr. Wu’s implementation of IMP is addressed in the next section. 
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preparatory or social justice curriculum or something else. What is clear from the context is that 
Mr. Wu values local control and would prefer the Beals teachers drive curricular changes. 
In addition to talking about IMP, Mr. Wu addresses the question of what mathematics 
classes in a social justice school look like. He admits that the incorporation of social justice 
curriculum in mathematics classes has been a departmental challenge (MTI, p. 27).  
That is a very difficult thing and we have had a lot of struggles with that. Sometimes it 
comes through economics, through different problems we do. And, the math department 
we have different things that we do through advisory59––like we show [students] 
statistics. (MTI, p.27) 
 
For example, Mr. Wu discusses an advisory period activity focused on access to college. 
Students examined  
different universities, comparing in-state and out-of-state tuitions––where is the bias in 
that? Is it inherently biased that in-state tuition is so much lower than out-of-state tuition? 
… How would that translate over to racial, ethnic groups?... I am not sure if it was North 
Carolina or somewhere else. There was a school that had a high European American 
population, and they charged this exorbitant amount of money for out-of-state 
tuition….They offer a low in-state tuition. (MTI, p. 28) 
 
Mr. Wu goes on to explain how structuring tuition rates to attract or preclude particular groups of 
students could be equally problematic depending on the context. He says that there are “hidden 
agendas in most things” related to statistics. And yet, he acknowledges, “[W]e haven’t found a 
great way to incorporate some of that.” He notes that other departments in the school already 
include social justice issues––the example he gives is social studies, but adds, “in math, I can say 
that [we touch] upon it at certain points, but not as much as we would like to at this school.” 
                                                
59 I spent high school advisory time with a different mathematics teacher. According to that 
teacher, on a rotating basis different departments prepare short social justice–related readings or 
activities for all teachers to discuss with students during advisory.   
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 Challenges to incorporating social justice topics with mathematics––in the ways 
described in the social justice mathematics literature (e.g. Gutstein, 2006a)––could stem from a 
lack of political sophistication, a lack of mathematics knowledge, other factors, or a combination 
of these. And so, to better understand Mr. Wu’s political background, I asked him to elaborate on 
a comment he made in one of our informal conversations where he describes himself as 
“politically connected.” He explains:  
I have know the alderman all my life, since I was in second grade….all my friends, we 
have been active in some of the programs that she runs. I’ve been poll watching… I used 
to help participate and lead rallies and organize different programs within the community. 
Politically active meaning, I guess, promoting her agenda––that particular agenda. I agree 
with a lot of her points. I mean, there are some things that I don’t agree [with] also, and I 
choose. As a youth it was harder to distinguish that, because you are very easily 
influenced. But as an adult, I can see some of the things that I don’t agree on any 
more….as an adult, I can better distinguish what’s good and what’s bad and what I agree 
with and what I don’t. But as a youth, it was pretty much things that were told to me. 
Okay, that sounds good. You know I am 12, 13 years old, participating in survival rallies 
and marches and… unity groups and [youth organization].  (MTI, 31-32) 
 
Hence, Mr. Wu describes himself as experienced with political organizing. Moreover, for him, 
topics such as affordable housing, are deeply personal. “I’ve had to worry you know, am I going 
to have enough space to live in? [Do we] have to fit seven people into two bedrooms? Those 
issues are real to me” (MTI, p. 33).  
Given his mathematics background, political experience, and personal experience, it is 
not surprising that Mr. Wu is able to suggest a number of social justice topics that could be 
explored with mathematics in ways that would be relevant to his students. 
We can take any scenario, whether it is low-income housing, or education, or the jobs 
that their parents have compared to the jobs that they would like to have. Even salary. 
There is so much out there. (MTI, p.30) 
 
He continues: 
 
And so for me, it is easy for the social justice part, because I lived it. I come from an area 
that was disadvantaged. I come from a background that had nothing. (MTI, p.32) 
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And, while he acknowledges that it would be a challenge to create social justice lessons on a 
daily basis, he is confident that he could do so (MTI, p. 30). Referring to the original question of 
what mathematics classes look like in a social justice school, he describes lessons “created by the 
teacher," that necessarily involve mathematics “concepts that are being taught at that level” 
(MTI, p. 29). He suggests as a topic, “line of best fit.” And yet, while he considers the task of 
implementing a social justice mathematics projects potentially doable, this is not currently the 
top priority for him. He describes his approach as one of trying to “sneak it [social justice] in 
when I can” (MTI, p. 29). Moreover, with such a novice staff, he would not likely push social 
justice projects as a priority for the department. Speaking about novice teachers he says: 
In order to be a social justice teacher, the first thing they have got to be is a teacher, and if 
they are concentrating so much on social justice, they are going to loose that teaching 
part. (MTI, p. 30) 
 
While Mr. Wu talks about inserting social justice topics into the curriculum when the 
opportunity arises, he also talks about teaching and social justice in ways less clearly associated 
with the sort of problems or projects described in the mathematics literature. Specifically, he 
discusses how his personal experiences with injustice shape his professional identity and 
approach. Speaking about educators who have trouble understanding or even identifying social 
justice challenges that affect marginalized youth he says: 
they can’t relate to the situation. I grew up in the situation…. [S]ocial justice, we get a lot 
of lectures on it, professional development on it. You know, I mean I lived it. I grew up 
in the neighborhood. These things are real to me cause I participated in them. Social 
justice is not a concept. (MTI, p. 30) 
 
With this comment, Mr. Wu distinguishes himself from other social justice advocates who have 
not experienced the conditions he has experienced. While not necessarily diminishing the 
importance of broader social analysis, by asserting that for him, “social justice is not a concept,” 
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Mr. Wu emphasizes his personal experiences with inequity as important to who he is as a 
teacher. By responding to the question of what social justice looks like in mathematics classes, 
with comments like––“Social justice is not a concept,” “Those issues are real to me”––Mr. Wu 
expresses a view of social justice and mathematics as embodied in his classroom presence. That 
is––as a neighborhood youth who became a mathematics teacher who now teaches neighborhood 
kids, he is the struggle for social justice––regardless of any social justice mathematics projects 
he may incorporate into his practice.  
Mr. Wu stresses the importance of teacher identity to teacher effectiveness while at the 
same time acknowledging that different teachers bring different––and yet valuable––perspectives 
to their students. While he acknowledges that his background affords a unique relationship with 
students, he believes that teachers from other backgrounds also have a responsibility to share 
their experiences with students.  
You got to identify, you’ve got to embrace who you are and what you grew up with and 
just present that to the students. We’ve got enough people telling students about [being] 
poor, you know, tell them the problems of other people.  (MTI, pp. 35-36) 
 
Mr. Wu’s assertion that “[W]e’ve got enough people telling students about being poor,” can be 
taken as a reaction to the over-exposure of Beals students to conversations about poverty––in and 
out of their school. Evidence for this interpretation can be found in an earlier snippet of our 
conversation. After describing social justice as “easy” for him––Mr. Wu also describes how his 
life experiences are potentially limiting. For example, he admits, “I don’t understand the 
privileged. That’s something I have got to work on too, because I have got to understand both 
sides of the issue” (MTI, pp. 32-33).  
 The theme of “presenting both sides of an issue” resonates with Mr. Wu. He says that he 
tries “to play devil’s advocate with my students and also during professional development days 
too,” (MTI, p. 32).  He goes on to add that as he has matured, “I am more able to look at both 
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sides” of an issue (MTI, p. 33). For example, he uses the topic of gentrification. He says that 
there are people who  
present gentrification as very, very evil. Well now, I am part of the gentry60. I live in [a 
nearby neighborhood]. I live in a condo in [that neighborhood]. I pushed some people 
out. So how do I feel about that? Is it evil or is it part of [a] progression? (MTI, p. 32) 
 
And so, Mr. Wu understands social justice topics as complex and rife with contradictions. When 
describing how he translates this perspective to his pedagogy he says: 
All the stories should be heard…. Not just one side. [For example], I can’t promote being 
a Democrat….I am not going to make the choice for these students. They’ve got to make 
that choice for themselves. You’ve got to tell them what a Republican is, what a 
Democrat believes in. Or generally, this candidate is Republican and this is the platform. 
This candidate is a Democrat and this is the platform. Maybe they don’t agree with 
Obama. Maybe they don’t agree with Guiliani…. [M]y responsibility is to make a well-
informed citizen so they can grow up an make their own choices. (MTI, pp. 35-36) 
 
Thus, Mr. Wu believes that educators have a role in exposing students to social questions from 
multiple perspectives. He wants students to have the information they need to make choices for 
themselves. While this desire does not preclude sharing his own views with students as 
unattributed examples, my observations of his teaching and my interpretation of our 
conversations indicate that he is unlikely to make his personal beliefs explicit.  
Mr. Wu comes to his practice as a product of the Chicago Public Schools who has 
experienced success with mathematics education under the current socio-economic system. He 
has both a strong mathematics background and a passion for the subject. He has a rich and deep 
                                                
60 A counterargument would be that it is not the fact that condos are built in poor neighborhoods 
that makes gentrification a problem, but rather the fact that those who profit from the condos and 
condo-owners who want their property values to increase at all cost, deliberately work against 
efforts to improve conditions for marginalized residents, and deliberately work to push poor 
people from neighborhoods.  
  175 
connection to the Hampton Park neighborhood based on friendships that reach back to his 
childhood. Moreover, as a child of poor, immigrant, “non-white” parents, he understands the 
effects of poverty, the struggles of immigrants, and the challenges of racism on a deeply personal 
level. At the same time, throughout his childhood and into adult life, he as had rich experience 
with organizing for social justice and community empowerment in Hampton Park. Mr. Wu’s 
experience, his students, and his context, uniquely shape his approach to pedagogy and 
classroom practice. Field notes provide examples of Mr. Wu’s practice.  Discussion follows of 
the most salient tensions of his practice: the tension between being both an insider and an 
outsider to student’s experience, and the problem of providing collective and differentiated 
support for student learning. Each of these is paired with discussion of how Mr. Wu negotiated 
that tension in his 9th grade classes.  
 
Mr. Wu’s Mathematics Practice 
Mr. Wu’s classroom is carefully arranged so that students can see features such as the 
chalkboard from any seat. Materials are neatly organized. Sixteen pairs of desks are arranged in 
diagonal rows facing one corner. A chalkboard and an easel with a flip chart face the students. In 
front of the student desks is a stool for Mr. Wu and a stand with an overhead projector. Mr. Wu’s 
desk sits at one side of the room and holds the room’s only computer. Mathematics-related 
posters hang on the walls displaying the digits of pi, various mathematics symbols, and order of 
operation rules. Also on display is an M.C. Escher print and various inspirational quotes: 
• Chance favors only the prepared mind. Louis Pasteur, Chemist, 1822-1890 
• Teachers open the door but you must enter yourself. 
• Be part of the solution not part of the problem. 
 
On one wall there is a photograph of a student’s face with a speech bubble reading, “Mike says, 
‘Do your homework!’” 
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The following excerpts convey a sense of Mr. Wu’s classroom teaching. These occurred 
in October of 2007 (FN, pp. 519-555)––just after the first IMP unit Patterns and during the 
second unit on probability entitled The Game of Pig (Fendel, Resek, Alper, & Fraser, 1996, p. 
95). The excerpts are generally representative of the lesson structure, dialogue, and approach to 
mathematical content and processes seen in Mr. Wu’s teaching. Moreover, they were chosen 
because they offer examples for subsequent discussion.  
 The first excerpt is from a lesson shortly after the Patterns exam, near the end of the first 
marking period. Mr. Wu uses a day when students have been taking midterms in other classes to 
discuss his expectations for portfolio assessments that are a feature of IMP. A rubric outlining 
criteria for the assessments is displayed on the overhead (Figure 5). Mr. Wu addresses the class
60 Mr. Wu We are coming to the end of the Patterns unit and you will be doing a  
portfolio. After every unit we are going to do a portfolio. A portfolio is 
kind of like a reflection. This is one way to emphasize writing in math 
class. What are our concepts? (Mr. Wu refers to 1a on the rubric.) 
61 Malik  In and out tables 
62 Jasmine Order of operations 
63 Chance Geometry  
64 Jaime  Integers  
65 Mr. Wu Integers, we did integers. You should be writing these down. I will not  
give you a printout of this. [Some students who have not started to copy 
down the list, get out paper and begin copying.]   
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Figure 5. Patterns Unit Portfolio Rubric 
 
 
66 Mr. Wu I will give back your papers. That’s why I haven’t passed back most of the  
homework assignments. Last year I gave them back and everyone lost 
them and didn’t have anything to put in the portfolio. [Mr. Wu takes 
questions. Someone asks about 1c on the rubric.] How do you learn math? 
Do you like to do a lot of practice problems? Do you like to use blocks––
work things out physically? Do you like to work with others in a group? 
You may prefer a mixture of approaches. Some of you may like to work it 
out on your own. Some may volunteer every answer; hearing themselves 
say it out loud reinforces the concept for them. Some learn best when they 
explain to someone else. Maybe Jasmine likes to sit in the back and listen; 
 
Patterns Portfolio Scoring Sheet 
 
1) Cover Letter Introduction (28 Points) 
a) Identify the mathematical concepts in the unit and summarize them.  12 
b) Your ideas about what mathematics is        8 
c) Your ideas about how mathematics is learned        8 
 
2) Selected Papers (48 points) 
a) Homework 1: Past experiences          8 
b) Selected paper(s) on In-Out Tables          8 
c) Selected paper(s) on Summation Notation/Order of Operations       8 
d) Selected paper(s) on Geometry           8 
e) Selected POW             8 
f) Tests, Quizzes, and Exams           8 
 
3) Reflection (24 points) 
a) Describe how you feel you progressed in writing about your thought process   8 
b) Describe what you feel you need to work on and why        8 
c) Describe a memorable experience in this unit and why        8 
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that’s how she learns best. I didn’t give homework back because you 
would loose it. Jaime would have thought it was a napkin. [Students 
laugh.]
   The second excerpt occurs later in the class period. While discussing the upcoming report 
card pick up for parents, Mr. Wu talks to students about family differences. 
67 Mr. Wu Some people might come from a family where nobody likes math. I spoke  
with Jamar’s mama for a long time at a football game and she said that she 
hated math and that no one in her family likes math. So Jamar may be at a 
disadvantage because he didn’t have anyone to help him when he was 
coming up. But, Jamar’s mom thinks reading is really important and made 
a big deal about reading with him. She wanted him to be able to read 
smoothly. Now Jamal is really good at reading. Neither one of my parents 
speak English, maybe that is why reading is tough for me! 
68 Deon  Your parents don’t speak English? 
69 Crystal  They still don’t speak English? [Emphasis original.] 
70 Chance They live here? [Emphasis original.] 
71 Mr. Wu My parents have lived in the U.S. for 31 years and still don’t speak  
English. You can imagine how hard it must have been to have five 
children to raise here and not know any English. 
72 Kellani How old is Mr. Wu [Carlos]? 
73 Mr. Wu My brother is two years older than me. 
74 Crystal  How old are you? 
75 Mr. Wu Thirty-two. My sisters took on a lot of responsibility to pay bills and  
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things like that. My parents worked hard, but for instance, when my mom 
retired, she was only making $7 per hour. We were poor. [Some students 
laugh. Some look surprised.] 
76 Malik  You were poor Mr. Wu? 
77 Mr. Wu We were poor! [Emphasis original.] 
78 Jasmine You say the same things as Mr. Hart! 
79 Mr. Wu Yes. Mr. Hart was poor too. He lived across the alley from me?  
[Laughter.] 
80 Kimani Mr. Strong too? 
81 Mr. Wu Yeah, Mr. Strong was poor too. He lived down the street from me. Our  
past experience shape who we are today. We grew up together. That’s why  
that first assignment [Homework 1: Past Experiences, p.3] is important; it 
tells us who you are. Some of you guys did a really good job on that.
Discussion of the rubric continues. A student asks about rubric item “3c: Describe a memorable  
 
experience in this unit and why.” 
 
82 Mr. Wu Maybe Deon describes a time when his pants fell off! [Students laugh.  
                        Jaime hits Deon to get his attention.] 
83 Jaime   Man did your pants really fall off? [Speaking to Deon. Deon nods his head  
                        yes and laughs.] 
84 Mr. Wu Maybe Deon remembers the Lonesome Llama [an activity from the IMP1:  
Patterns Unit, Fendel et al., p. 3], too many houses to put together and he 
 
got frustrated. He wanted to eat the houses. [Students laugh
 
Discussion continues for a few minutes. Then Mr. Wu talks about the  
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upcoming unit. 
 
85 Mr. Wu The next unit is The Game of Pig. It’s pretty fun. 
86 Malik  Are we going to learn how to play craps?  
87 Mr. Wu Actually, I am teaching you about probabilities and games of chance. 
88 Deon  Do your magic trick! 
89 Mr. Wu Did your brother tell you? [Mr. Wu tells a story about Deon’s brother  
betting him $20 that Mr. Wu could not fool him with a magic trick.] 
90 Mr. Wu So some of you may know it [the trick]. Some of you saw it in the  
summertime. I will do it during this unit. Don’t tell anyone if you saw it.  
91 Jaime   [Tries to get Deon to tell him about the trick.] 
92 Deon  He said not to tell. 
93 Jaime  Not the trick, just what he did. [Deon replies, but I do not hear what he  
says.] 
A third example of Mr. Wu’s practice comes from the same class, a week later. After the 
opening bell, a number of students are milling around near their desks. It takes a minute for them 
to sit. Mr. Wu waits silently. After the students sit down, class begins with teacher-directed 
discussion of the previous night's homework. This is followed by an introduction to the Game of 
Pig––a focal activity of the probability unit.
94 Mr. Wu Tomorrow all after school activities are canceled, no hair braiding [Mr.  
Wu smiles], no basketball practice. Everyone needs to leave the building. 
95 Jamar  How come? 
96 Mr. Wu Halloween.  [A number of students are talking. Mr. Wu says he won’t  
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speak over talking. The class quiets.] Not mostly because of you guys but 
because other students come over here and are looking for specific people 
to throw white projectiles at. We want you to go home. We don’t want 
damage to the building. [Teasing.] Take out homework 23. Yesterday we 
were doing layers and cuts (IMP 1, p. 61). This morning I saw someone 
doing this. [He makes a drawing on the overhead (Figure 6)]
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
          Figure 6. Sample of student strategies. 
 
 
97 Mr. Wu That told me they didn’t understand the problem or were not paying  
attention yesterday. [Mr. Wu makes another drawing (Figure 7 )].  
Tell me your layers and cuts. [Students raise their hands and respond. Mr. 
Wu continues to call on students as long as hands are raised. He writes the 
values they give in a class table (Figure 8)].  If I find anyone who turned 
in a paper with those same numbers [as the samples on the class table], 
that’s impossible, like the lottery. I’ll know you just copied the numbers 
down in class. What stood out? 
98 Gloria  One of them is wrong! 
99 Mr. Wu Right! [He puts a star by the row with 8, 4, and 31.] Who saw the pattern? 
[About half of the students raise their hands.] What is the pattern? Gloria? 
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100 Gloria  L times C plus 1 [Mr. Wu writes L x C + 1 on the transparency.] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                  Figure 7. Representation of Layers, Cuts, and Pieces for Homework 23. 
 
 
101 Mr. Wu If we want to put it in terms of P, P = LC + 1 we know L x C is the same  
as LC. [Mr. Wu writes the expressions as he speaks.] Is that correct?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                     
 
Figure 8. Record of Layers, Cuts, and Pieces. 
 
 
102 Malik  Yes. [Some other students also agree.] 
103 Mr. Wu Any questions? Slide those papers up towards Jared. Jared should have a  
nice healthy stack of papers. Yesterday when we talked about the Game of 
Pig61. We said [Mr. Wu pauses to look at the papers Jared has collected]––
                                                
61 In the game, a player repeatedly rolls a six-sided die until either a 1 is rolled or the player 
chooses to stop. If a 1 is rolled, that player's turn ends and no points are earned. If the player 
chooses to stop rolling, all of the points rolled during that turn are added to his or her score. 
 
L      C             P 
(layers)  (cuts)       (pieces) 
8  3           25 
10  3           31 
8  4           31 * 
9  8           73 
5  …           … 
20  …           … 
7  …           … 
6  …           … 
5  …         … 
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that stack is thin, any more? [No one else submits work. Mr. Wu goes on 
to model the game, pretending to play an imaginary round with Jasmine. 
He does not roll, he just makes up the numbers as if he had rolled.] 
If I roll 5, 4, 3, 6, my score is 18. If Jasmine rolls 6, 5, 5, 1, her score is 
zero because she rolled a one. [He writes the scores on the transparency 
next to the label “Round one.”] We are going to do five rounds. [He 
simulates the next round.] 
104 Jaime  So if they get a one they don’t loose all their points? 
105 Mr. Wu No, only for that round. Keep playing with different partners. When there  
are 10 minutes left, I am going to stop you. You are going to write, a 
reflection. [He points to the chalkboard and reads the prompt for the 
reflection with enthusiasm.] (1)What were your strategies? In other words, 
how did you know when to stop? (2) As you played several games and got 
a better understanding of the game, how did your strategy change? (3) 
How can you measure whether one strategy is better than another? (4) 
What do you think is the best strategy for winning the game? Those are 
the four questions. All involve the word strategy. Let’s talk about what the 
word strategy means. In every kind of sport there is some kind of strategy. 
Maybe our strategy is to always give Deon the ball. Or, maybe it is to keep 
the ball away from Jamar. Or, maybe it is to play Kimani [pause] if our 
goal is to loose! [Students laugh]. One strategy we have we could call 
“spread the defense.” James brought up this example in 1st period. The 
related strategy would be to position our players in a wide circle around 
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the court. [Mr. Wu gave another sports strategy related to football, a 
student suggested in the last class.] In the Game of Pig, every time you roll 
you have a choice. By the end of this unit, you will have a strategy so that 
no matter who is playing, in the long run, they will have the best chance to 
win the game. What do I mean by in the long run? 
106 Choral  Long time. 
107 Mr. Wu Over multiple trials. I am going to pass out the dice. Jasmine needs a  
partner. Wake this girl up! [Referring to a girl with her head down.] 
Tiffany, you need to go get a drink of water? [Tiffany nods yes and leaves 
the room.] We need to keep it down a little. The class next door said we 
were a little noisy last period. You can move, use the floor, whatever.
Students pair up and everyone gets started immediately. 
 
108 Malik   One! [Very loudly.] 
109 Mr. Wu [Quietly to Malik.] Stop shouting. [Mr. Wu takes attendance, and then  
moves to observe a pair of students play the game. He pats the Jameka on 
the back to signal “good job” and moves to another group. Students appear 
to be having fun. Two boys act like they are shooting craps––blowing on 
the dice. Mr. Wu moves around the room.] Wait until someone is done and 
then switch partners. [Mr. Wu facilitates the switching of partners. Kimani 
goes up to Mr. Wu, says something and Mr. Wu laughs. Mr. Wu goes 
back to Kimani’s group to settle a dispute. He chooses a new partner for 
Kimani.] Ruby, you don’t have a partner? 
110 Ruby  I am with Kendra. [Not looking thrilled at the prospect of being paired  
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with Kimani.] 
111 Mr. Wu She is playing Raheem. We got someone waiting to play! [Emphasis  
original.] 
112 Crystal  Okay, Come on boy! [To Kimani. They sit down and begin playing.]  
[Some pairs are loud––bouncing out of their seats. Several pairs of girls 
are reserved, serious, and using low voices.] 
113 Xochitl  I should have stopped!!! 
114 Malik  [Squeals loudly.] 
115 Mr. Wu Malik, take it down a notch. 
116 Malik  Okay. [Speaks to a nearby group.] I just gangbanged, 24 to zip! [After, 10  
minutes, Mr. Wu signals for students to finish any games in progress.]  
117 Mr. Wu Finish off this game and we’ll stop. Finish off the game and return the  
dice. 
118 Jasmine [From across the room.] Mr. Wu, I am done! [She moves to her seat near  
the front.] 
Mr. Wu I am done! [Mr. Wu says something quietly to Jasmine.] 
119 Mr. Wu Dice, dice, give me the dice. When you are done, work on the reflection.  
120 Malik  [To no one in particular] I had 6 after 6 after 6 after 6. I am a good  
gambler! [About half of the students work on their reflections.] 
121 Mr. Wu Alice [Mr. Wu points to the board indicating she should be doing her  
reflection.] 
122 Alice  Oh.  
123 Mr. Wu Reflections, work on the reflections. 
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124 Alice  What was my strategy? [To herself.] 
125 Mr. Wu That’s how you fall behind. [He quietly speaks to Kimani who is working  
on yesterday’s homework instead of doing the reflection.] 
126 Deon  We turning this in? 
127 Mr. Wu Yes I am collecting it in about 6 minutes. 
128 Kimani That’s not enough time! 
129 Mr. Wu You had 10 minutes but you were doing your other homework. [The class  
works silently.] 
130 Malik   How do you spell ego? 
131 Mr. Wu E, G, O. [Xochitl turns in her reflection before most others.] I don’t really  
need your scores and stuff, just your reflection. You may want to keep 
those to frame, like when I beat Deon. 
132 Mr. Wu [To a group at the front.] Later when we play again you may have changed  
your strategy even more. Eventually we are going to determine the best 
strategy. The bell rings in three minutes, please pick up the garbage 
around you. Move the desks back. 
  [Xochitl realigns her desk and then asks Mr. Wu if he has a stapler.] 
133 Mr. Wu Yes. 
134 Xochitl [Sitting.] 
135 Mr. Wu You don’t want to go get it do you? You want me to go over and get it and  
bring it to you? 
136 Xochitl [Shakes her head no, indicating she does not want to get up.] 
137 Mr. Wu [Mr. Wu laughs and responds in a very low voice.] You want it, you go  
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get it yourself.  
These excerpts provide examples of Mr. Wu’s practice and convey notable features of his 
teaching. In the lessons I observed, Mr. Wu is relaxed, friendly, and confident. He is well 
prepared and has effective management skills that are buttressed by both his positive rapport 
with students and his command of the mathematical ideas he wants to convey62. Students seem at 
ease with his teaching style. They are interested in his background and personal life and feel 
comfortable asking him questions, joking, and sharing stories with him. In lines 67-81, students 
actively participate in both group work and personal reflection. In subsequent discussions 
throughout the Game of Pig unit (FN, pp. 567-569, 583-589), students actively participate.  
In Mr. Wu’s teaching, I observed the combination of structure and student engagement K. 
Wayne Yang describes as representative of Classroom X (2009). Classroom X represents a both 
physical and psychological space that is both structured and supportive of “rigorous creativity”––
an environment where the teacher is neither permissive nor authoritarian, but rather, authoritative 
(p. 55). Mr. Wu’s authority can be seen as he manages the learning environment ––for example 
in the consistent way students follow his requests––to spit out gum (FN, pp. 554, 588, 629, 649), 
or to bring a pass when they are tardy (FN, pp. 629, 648, 649), or to help keep the room orderly 
(FN, pp. 501, 587, 588, 616, 639, 667). His authority is predicated not simply on the fact that he 
sets consistent expectations, but also on the quality of relationships he is able to build within the 
environment. At lunch one day, I asked a student why he thinks his peers are so well behaved in 
Mr. Wu’s classes. I also asked whether or not Mr. Wu set the tone for the year by sending 
                                                
62 These examples are admittedly less focused on mathematics content and processes than were 
observations of Mr. Wu’s practice on the whole.  
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students who did not follow instructions to their dean? His response was, “No, Mr. Wu never 
sends anyone out. That’s my man. He cool. He’s my favorite teacher” (FN, p. 596).  
Mr. Wu’s mathematical authority as can be seen in the excerpts (Lines 60-66, and 96-137) as he 
frames and directs the mathematical action. Mr. Wu’s pacing is balanced. He keeps the lesson 
moving and yet he allows students time to take notes, to formulate their ideas, and to pose 
questions. He is noticeably an instructional leader in his classroom, confidently providing 
structure and promoting processes that support student learning. He sets limits to create an 
educational space where students can push the limits of their understanding.  
Following the pattern of my discussion of Ms. Myles’ practice, the excerpts in this 
section are addressed in more detail later. One aspect of Mr. Wu’s practic 
e that is not conveyed in the examples is the fidelity of his implementation of IMP. 
Despite his concerns in the interviews and despite occasionally supplementing the curriculum, 
Mr. Wu actively uses IMP. Moreover, Mr. Wu works to implement the curriculum as intended63. 
For example, while he previews vocabulary, he also allows time for students to investigate and 
play with mathematical ideas through IMP problems and activities before exposing students to 
formal definitions or procedures. He models processes for understanding and engaging activities 
like the Problem of the Week or the Game of Pig. He lets solutions come from students, and yet 
he guides the problem solving process by taking time throughout the unit for class discussion: (1) 
to help students self-assess whether they understand the problem, (2) to provide an opportunity 
for students to ask questions, and (3) to allow students the chance to hear each other’s ideas. He 
                                                
63 I base this judgment on the literature (Harwell, Post, Maeda, Davis, Culter, Andersen, & 
Kahan, 2007; Star, Smith, & Jansen, 2008) and on my examination of the materials. I also 
participated with two Beals teachers in local IMP training. 
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actively supports the use of multiple explanations, approaches, and algorithms by students (e.g. 
hot/cold cubes discussion FN, pp. 455-457; polygon discussion FN, pp. 475-479; gambler’s 
fallacy discussion FN, pp.587-489). And, while his lessons typically involve teacher-facilitated 
discussion, they also include opportunities for students to explore ideas and to develop 
understandings––individually and with others (FG 3) 64. Furthermore, he scaffolds instruction to 
help students access concepts in the text. For example he provides more relevant examples, or 
facilitates whole-class discussion to address key points. Yet, despite scaffolds, his interventions 
on the whole maintain the cognitive complexity of the tasks (Stein, Smith, Henningsen, &Silver, 
2000). In whole-class discussions Mr. Wu regularly asks high-level questions and pushes 
students to think more deeply––both aspects of the expanded role of teachers as facilitators of 
IMP (http://www.mathimp.org/general_info/iis/section2_2.html). And so, Mr. Wu’s practice 
reflects attention to both mathematical content and pedagogical processes advocated in the 
literature by those who take an NCTM Standards-based approach.  
At the same time, Mr. Wu’s practice involves more than attention to mathematical 
content and processes. He also believes that developing personal relationships with students is 
one way to foster school success. And, he spends considerable energy in that effort.  
We are trying to give as much access to the school as possible to these kids, especially 
these kids that live in the community that might typically not be successful at a larger 
high school where they don’t have as personal a relationship with the teachers…that is 
important to me. (FTI, p.7) 
Access to the school means access to school facilities, classes, teams, and clubs, but also access 
to the time and attention of teachers and other adults. Mr. Wu is hesitant to label his work to 
develop personal relationships with students as a deliberate attempt to address equity. 
                                                
64 Developers of the IMP curriculum advocate a greater focus on “students working together in 
collaborative groups.” (See http://www.mathimp.org/general_info/inside_imp.html). 
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It is not what I consider an equity issue, it is more [an example of] how I believe I can 
best help my students. It is kind of like racism, I don’t consider race at all in the things 
that I do.  
 
And yet, he continues: 
 
I don’t avoid topics because of race. I don’t dance around the issues. I don’t have any 
concerns about what it might make me look like, because a lot of people who dance 
around issues feel uncomfortable talking about the subject. (FTI, p. 8) 
 
Here, Mr. Wu implies that a while a concern for equity does not consciously drive his daily 
attempts to get to know students, inequity is an ever-present subtext for Beals’ students that he 
does not deny. Thus, as can be seen in lines 67-81 of the excerpts, he does not shy away from 
using mathematics time to share personal––and sometimes painful––experiences. Moreover, he 
actively draws students into conversations about their lives as a means for helping them learn to 
cope with their experiences. 
 One factor that emerges as a strong motivator of Mr. Wu’s teaching is a belief that 
schools have an important role to play in the lives of marginalized students. He provides 
examples of Beals students who face significant challenges and yet, are clearing benefitting from 
the alternate experiences Beals has to offer. Unlike those who cite student deficits as limits to 
what is possible in school, Mr. Wu clearly sees the potential of school to provide experiences––
academic and personal––that students might not have access to in their daily lives.    
There are a lot of students here that are from the shelter. They don’t have a stable home 
life. There is no support at home. Therefore, what we can accomplish at school will be 
tremendous. (FTI, p.6) 
 
This belief may be rooted in his biography. While Mr. Wu’s family was never homeless, magnet 
school did offer him an entryway into academia that neither his parents, nor the non-selective 
high schools of Hampton Park were in a position to supply. And so, Mr. Wu has personal 
experience that mirrors students’ experiences. By sharing his personal and mathematical 
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experiences with students, Mr. Wu works to build a classroom climate where students are 
comfortable both being themselves and supported to become better versions of themselves by 
their own standards (Gutiérrez, 2007). Examination of how Mr. Wu negotiates the tensions and 
dilemmas in this process may help to convey the dynamic nature of his practice and is one way 
to add detail and depth to our understanding of its complexity.  
 
Tensions and Dilemmas of Mr. Wu’s Practice 
Providing collective and differentiated support for student learning. In Mr. Wu’s 
practice, a tension emerges between providing collective support for student learning that focuses 
on common needs and harnesses the power of students’ common experience, and the need to 
provide differentiated support to address the learning of specific students––particularly students 
whose problems are not straightforward or do not easily fit into existing institutional supports. 
Mr. Wu’s teaching emphasizes common expectations for students. And yet, he understands that 
all students are not the same. Holding all students to the same expectations may be unrealistic. 
However, differentiating in ways that do not support progress toward the goals of the course 
would be both unfair to students and irresponsible as an educator. 
Beals students face similar challenges. As Mr. Wu explains: 
The kids that we have here are not as diverse as some of the schools on the north side, 
because we don’t have a lot of the high income, or we don’t have the European 
Americans in this school. We have maybe a handful; you can count them on one hand. A 
lot of these kids come from poor, poor families…30% or 40% of our kids come from 
three [Housing and Urban Development, HUD] buildings in Hampton Park....They are 
poor, a lot of them, we have a large population now that come from the west side and the 
south side, and so their elementary schools didn’t teach them what they are supposed to 
know. We have a lot of low [achieving] kids. (MTI, 22) 
 
The new students, he says, participate less, often because they are unfamiliar with both Beals and 
reform-oriented mathematics curricula (MTI, p. 15). Mr. Wu stresses that most of the poorest 
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students have little academic support at home (MTI, p. 22). Moreover, Beals serves a high 
percentage of special education students who struggle with academics and may also face 
additional challenges  (MTI, p. 22). And so while some Beals students are higher achieving, as a 
group they have common needs.   
Negotiating the collective/differentiated tension. Mr. Wu negotiates this tension in 
several ways. He takes a collective approach to both his expectations and his instruction, while at 
the same time assessing and addressing individual needs. He rewards students for growth and at 
the same time evaluates them in relation to class standards.  
While Beals students face similar challenges, Mr. Wu understands that he cannot treat all 
of them the same because they are not the same (FTI p. 6). For example, when students fall 
behind because they do not have certain skills––for example they may struggle with one-digit 
multiplication––Mr. Wu takes makes sure they have the supports they need to progress. He pays 
close attention to students’ work in order to determine where students need to improve. When 
students qualify for special education services, he works with the special education teacher to 
make sure they receive extra support. However, Mr. Wu has a number of students––some who 
are special education students and some who are not––whom he says are behind the rest of the 
class because of lack of effort. Mr. Wu encourages those students to participate more actively, 
but feels that for the collective good, there is a limit to the class time he can devote to them:  
We do have some students, they are in the classroom they do no work, they leave the 
classroom they do no work. They come back the next day and it is the same cycle over 
and over. And, you can only butt heads with that student so many times before it starts 
damaging the rest of the lesson and affecting the rest of the students’ learning. So you 
can’t keep harping on the same thing if this student is not going to put any effort into it. 
(MTI, p. 12) 
 
A number of these students require additional support that is not always straightforward.  
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Addressing individual needs within a collective approach. In Mr. Wu’s classes, students  
work as whole class or in small groups. Either way, students generally work on the same thing at 
the same time. As Mr. Wu negotiates the tension between a collective approach and individual 
student needs, he sets an expectation that class will progress together. He explicitly 
communicates this expectation to students. At the same time, he lets student know that they will 
be supported as a group in class, and also that there are out-of-class options for additional 
support. One reason he takes this approach is because so many of his students have limited help 
or no one to help them at home. Logistics dictate his approach: 
I can’t be there at night to help them. That’s impossible. And also, I can’t give them the 
individual attention I might need [to] every period to 30+ students in each class. So those 
students that don’t catch the general lesson, we have to make up for that somehow, 
whether they attend tutoring somewhere else, or they come to me for help…. Most 
students don’t feel comfortable asking questions in a large setting. Therefore, I try to 
anticipate the questions that they might ask and go over those concepts and those points 
again and again to hammer it in. I know that the downside of that is that some of the 
higher achieving students, they might get bored and not get challenged as much, but I 
think overall, we have more students on the lower end of the spectrum than the higher 
achieving ones. (MTI, p. 7)  
 
And so, Mr. Wu tries to address individual needs outside class. At the same time, he says tries to 
give struggling students he knows individual support without making it seem like he is doing so. 
This means that he tries to anticipate problems particular students might have in advance and 
address those with the group as a whole: 
[I] target some of those students who maybe don’t have any support anywhere else, but I 
don’t want to put them on the spot. I don’t want to make them feel like, “I have nothing,” 
so therefore you are targeting me with that. So most of the comments I make are general 
comments to the class, not to put any particular students on the spot. (MTI, p. 6) 
 
Another way he negotiates this tension is to frequently review expectations. This negotiation can 
be seen in lines 60-66 and 82-84 of the excerpts as he reviews the expectations for the portfolio. 
Scaffolding and frequent reminders are especially important with respect larger-scale 
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assignments such as the problem of the week65. Mr. Wu is thorough in making sure all students 
understand the components of the problem. He uses different approaches at different points in 
the process. For example, on the day he assigns the problem, he gives different supports than he 
would give the day before the problem and written report are due. As an example, one day he 
had different students explain how they approached the problem and where they were stuck. He 
uses student examples to model expectations for different parts of the report. This not only helps 
students understand what to do, it challenges students to try the problems under that rationale 
that if their peers can do it, they can do it. Moreover, this strategy demonstrates that there is more 
than one approach to problems of the week. Mr. Wu encourages students with comments like, “I 
want to see some scores of 50” on this report (FN, p. 460). 
 In one of the focus groups, Mr. Wu’s former students discussed his collective approach: 
Shelana Mr. Wu actually stayed on everybody. And the thing was, okay, he would teach us 
a lesson. If one person didn’t get it, he’ll stop that whole lesson until that person 
got it just so every body could stay together and be on track together. Which, 
made it work for us so we, nobody will be confused and everybody will basically 
pass their exams and tests [emphasis original]. 
Mia  Everybody always passed? 
Shelana Yeah, we always passed. 
Shelana goes on to explain that student’s preferred this collective approach: 
I mean, of course, we knew people and stuff like that. We had our [small] groups, but it’ll 
come a time when he would be like, “Do you like individual work or group activities?” 
We’ll like individual work because he will like talk to us as a whole, as a class. When we 
do our work individually. But if it is as a group, we’ll have to discuss the lessons and how 
we solve problems ourselves within our group. (FG2, p. 11) 
 
                                                
65 These were assigned as appropriate and not necessarily every week. 
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Here, Shelana refers to whole class instruction as “individual work.” She preferred whole class 
instruction to small group activities. This may not seem surprising, as small group activities put 
more pressure on students to do the thinking themselves66. However, the point of providing this 
exchange is to show that students respond positively to Mr. Wu’s approach. 
Rewarding growth, grading in relation to class standards. Mr. Wu explicitly tells 
students that it is important for everyone to understand, so that the class can progress together. 
However, he knows not everyone is “getting it” in the same way: 
“[S]tudents are different, so high expectations for one student is not the same as high 
expectations for another. If one student continually doesn’t do work, high expectations 
might be [completing] 50% of what we do. For another student, it might be 85%. And for 
the highest it might be 105%, putting in extra effort. It is not a score. It’s an improvement 
upon what their current level is. (MTI, p. 20) 
 
One way that negotiates the tensions between the collective and the individual student is to find 
ways to encourage and reward students’ growth while making sure that their final grades reflect 
the standards of the course. He explains how he uses individual assignments to “play these little 
games with [students] sometimes too, with their scores” (MTI, p. 20). For higher achieving 
students, he says he may push them to provide a little extra critical analysis by reducing their 
grade “a point or two,” and then talking to them about how they can go deeper. For a student 
who is struggling, he might give extra credit he does not give to others when the student response 
represents growth. However, Mr. Wu does not think it is fair for a student who does not try to 
receive the same grade as a student who works hard (pp. 23-24.)  
                                                
66 No matter how willing students are to do the thinking themselves, if they lack experience they 
are not likely to get very far. One reason for using whole group instruction can be to model the 
kind of thinking teachers want students to do in small groups. 
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From his perspective, being fair requires understanding, rather than stereotyping students. 
For example, he believes some teachers give students at Beals higher grades because they are 
afraid of them, especially if the student is physically imposing. Students learn to use teachers’ 
misconceptions of urban students to their advantage. In order to “know where the limit is” (MTI, 
p. 24) teachers need to “immerse [themselves] in student life. You’ve got to know these kids on 
an individual basis.” Collective assumptions are misleading. Because he knows about students’ 
personal lives, Mr. Wu says he can talk to them “about things other than school, and once you 
get to know them, then they open up and [are] no longer imposing” (MTI, p. 27.) In Mr. Wu’s 
opinion, this requires acknowledging “our biases and our stereotypes,” with students.  
It might actually make the relationships stronger. It is easy to see those stereotypes. Like 
you can’t run away from them. You’ve got to deal with them and how are you going to 
deal with them? Are you going to point them out in a negative way? Or, can you just 
have an informal discussion about it. (MTI, p. 28) 
 
Therefore, getting to know students is important, not only to give them the support they 
need, but also to evaluate them fairly. His knowledge about students allows him to hold them 
accountable. Part of the negotiation involves making it clear to students that he separates his 
evaluation of them as students from his opinion of them as people. He explains:  
I tell the kids all the time too, just because [you do not] do any work, [are] lazy, that 
doesn’t mean I don’t like you. I’ll love you as a person. You are a funny guy. We can 
crack jokes on each other and we can have a good time. But I can separate a student from 
the person. And that is part of building that relationship. (MTI, p. 28) 
 
At the same time, he strategically uses his relationships with students to push their growth. Mr. 
Wu describes his strategy as moving students in “a slow progression of from C to B, B to A” (p. 
23). As he explains, “[Y]ou definitely have to take some child psychology [into account] and you 
definitely have to know the students in from of you” (p. 22). While he tries not to single out a 
student’s specific weaknesses in front on the class, he does address specific students privately. 
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For example, he might say, “Tom, I notice you haven’t done any homework for the last two 
weeks. Can you do this assignment today? Just give me something today!” (MTI, p. 21)  If the 
student returns with work the next day, Mr. Wu responds differently depending on the student. 
For some, he provides high praise and may, “stroke their ego a little more and try to push them a 
little more,” (p. 22). Others respond better to a challenge. In that case, he may tease them by 
saying, “[So] you [are] trying to prove that you do know something!” [emphasis original]. Just to 
show him that he was wrong to tease them, Mr. Wu says those students will likely do the work 
again the next day, And for some students, he finds it works best to explicitly use the power of 
the relationship he has with them. He describes a scenario in which he might draw the line with a 
student who is not working:  
“Can you do this homework? Because if you don’t do this homework, it is going to effect 
us personally, our relationship. And really, that is the last straw, that relationship. I am 
going to hold this relationship over your head “ (FTI, p.13). 
 
While this directly contradicts the fact that he tries to he separate his feelings students from his 
evaluation of the students’ work, this is an exception he makes.  
Being both insider and outsider to students’ experience. Many discussions of 
equitable teaching stress the importance of striving to understand students’ cultural backgrounds 
(Gay & Howard, 2001; Gay, 2002; Gutierrez, 2009; Howard, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 2009; 
Nieto, 2000). A number of studies examine this aspect of equitable practice from the perspective 
of how teachers from a dominant culture might understand and more effectively teach students 
whose cultures, languages, and class experiences have been marginalized. Less is known about 
the challenges of practice for teachers who share similar backgrounds with their marginalized 
students (Achinstein & Aguirre, 2008).  
Mr. Wu’s background and the resulting relationships he builds with students, differs from 
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that of Beals teachers who grew up outside the neighborhood. He maintains that his experiences 
as a youth in Hampton Park position him to relate with students in ways that are not accessible to 
all Beals educators––even someone like Ms. Myles, who understands Hampton Park youth, but 
from a different perspective:  
She doesn’t have the same relationships that I do or that Mr. Hart does because we didn’t 
have the same experiences. She didn’t do the things we did growing up…what the kids 
[do] after school, we did after school [emphasis original]. She never did. So she can’t 
relate to those experiences. I can relate to the kids when they are down at midnight in the 
middle of the street and cops pull them over and say, “What are you doing here?” Those 
are the things that we’ve been through, so we can relate more to them. (MTI, p. 30) 
   
Mr. Wu does not claim that students learn better in his classroom—only that his background and 
that of the other represent/ative educators allows for a different kind of connection.  
And yet, Mr. Wu’s identity and experience position him as both an insider and an 
outsider to students’ lives. While Mr. Wu has a rich insider understanding of students’ lives, 
their backgrounds are not identical to his or to one another’s. Mr. Wu is not African, African 
American, or Latina/o. He is not Muslim. He is not female. He was not a special education 
student. Furthermore, he is older than his students. He has lived outside of the city, and he has 
gone to university. Such differences both support and constrain his ability to relate to students. 
For example, he acknowledges that his school mathematics experiences are a good deal different 
than most of his students. It is not always easy for him to understand students’ mathematical 
thinking. He explains, 
I never had troubles in math. Therefore, I can’t understand some of the struggles these 
students have. I can’t understand, “[W]hy don’t you know what 6 times 5 is?” Why 
didn’t you learn that in 6th grade?’ Mr. Hart, he’s a different type of teacher because he 
had troubles when he was younger. He had troubles in school. So therefore, he can put 
himself in the place of these students more easily than me. (FTI 1, p. 16) 
 
Mr. Wu’s success in high school mathematics means that he took upper-level courses and was 
not likely in classes with students who struggled with basic mathematics. Nor was he likely in 
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classes with students who did not accept on some level the argument that mathematics is 
important. He admits that understanding the mathematical needs of such students is a challenge 
for him. If he were more like them academically, if mathematics was more of a challenge for 
him, or if he questioned the value of mathematics, he might be better positioned to effectively 
teach students who struggle to understand mathematics or who see it as irrelevant. On the other 
hand, had he not gained mathematical expertise outside of students’ experience, he would have 
nothing to teach them.   
Mr. Wu’s capacity for supporting students, as both an insider and outsider to their 
experience, is also constrained by student perceptions. Students who perceive him as “one of 
them” may be less attuned or responsive to ways in which he works to broaden their social, 
cultural, or political understandings. For example, when Mr. Wu talks about his family in the 
excerpts (Lines 124-153), low-income African American students who view him as “just like 
them” may focus more on his experiences with poverty and less on what he can teach them about 
perspectives that are unique to immigrants––including their immigrant peers.  
When students hear stories from Mr. Wu’s youth they recognize as similar to their own––
about, say, about poverty, or youth violence––they may not see these as aspects of a broader 
academic, social, political, or family life that he does not talk about. This invites 
oversimplification of the constraints he has faced, the effort he has made, and the supports he 
been given over the course of his life. Students may fail to recognize aspects of his background 
that have supported his academic success and that could potentially support their own. And yet, 
if he spent more time providing detail about the ways his experience differs from that of his 
students, he would not only lose instructional time, but could potentially lose the benefits that 
students’ perceptions of him as an insider provides.  
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Being a represent/ative educator provides Mr. Wu with insight into students other Beals 
teachers may not have. He is able to quickly establish fraternal relationships with his classes that 
may not be possible for other teachers. Students who rarely spoke in their previous mathematics 
classes67––especially not with the teacher––opened up to Mr. Wu and actively tried to do well in 
his class (e.g. Jaime, Deon, and Xochitl). And yet, Mr. Wu can never be completely 
representative because of the diversity of student experience. Mr. Wu does not explain his 
background to students simply to develop rapport. He does so to create a familiar environment 
where students can be themselves, and where they can grow. His insider/outsider position both 
supports and has the potential to constrain student learning. Mr. Wu negotiates this tension in 
different ways in his mathematics teaching. 
Negotiating the insider/outsider tension. When I ask Mr. Wu what he thinks engages 
and motivates students, he responds: 
Fear! [Mr. Wu laughs.] No, probably it is fear. Fear is a big motivator for a lot of kids, 
but it is the relationships that you build with the kids [emphasis added]. A kid in my 
classroom will behave completely differently in another classroom. And they are not 
getting anything at home that tells you, “Okay, you have to do your work for Mr. 
Wu.”…It’s a different relationship. So if a kid––if [I] can get that kid to work. I don’t 
know. How can you tell this young lady, “Okay don’t curse in my classroom,” and she 
goes off into another classroom and she is acting crazy and gets suspended all the time 
and when she comes in this classroom she is a B student, volunteers all the time. I don’t 
know how that works. If I could bottle it, I would give it to all the teachers so we can 
have a beautiful school….[I]t all stems from the relationship you build with these 
students. Are you confrontational all the time? Are you trying to be a dictator within the 
classroom? Well sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t. And we don’t pick and 
choose [student] personalities. We get everything. We get the mild students, we get the 
loud students, but as a teacher, you got to make it work. (FTI 1, p. 24) 
 
                                                
67 I observed some of Mr. Wu’s students in their previous classes with either Mr. Tran or Ms. 
Myles. 
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This comment reiterates Mr. Wu’s belief that relationships are essential to an effective climate 
for learning. Mr. Wu’s relationships with students can been seen not only in how students follow 
his instructions, and in how students both listen and participate in class discussions, but also in 
how students seem comfortable generating and posing questions in class––about his background, 
about mathematics, and about the world beyond high school (e.g. FN, p. 124-144).  
Mr. Wu recognizes that the differences students bring to the classroom complicate his 
ability to build relationships with them. Moreover, he is very aware that the approach a teacher 
takes to relating with students has varying repercussions. At the same time he recognizes that 
relationships are crucial to effective practice. In this recognition, he not only acknowledges the 
need for flexibility, but the responsibility of teachers to be authorities in their classrooms. Rather 
than accepting unproductive behavior, the job of a teacher is to “make it work” with the various 
personalities and backgrounds students bring to the classroom. In many ways, then, Mr. Wu’s 
authority rests upon both his position as an insider and his position as an outsider to the various 
experiences of his students. 
Mr. Wu acknowledges this. For example, one day, after he spends the opening minutes of 
class responding to student requests for stories about his Hampton Park childhood, he transitions 
into the mathematics lesson by saying,  “I spent too much time on that. I didn’t mean to go into 
that for so long” (FN, p. 567). This comment implies at least some belief on Mr. Wu’s part that 
being fraternal and being academically authoritative––in this case sticking to his mathematics 
lesson plan––are not simultaneous activities. Thus, Mr. Wu must balance time spent talking with 
students about experiences they may have in common and talking with students about topics that 
are new for them, especially academic topics. 
 Mr. Wu negotiates the fact that he is both an insider and an outsider to student 
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experience in at least other two ways. The most conspicuous involves intentional humor both to 
engage students and to bring students’ experiences into the mathematics class. Mr. Wu also 
draws on popular student activities––most frequently sports––to help students make connections 
with him as a person, the school as a community, and with academic ideas. While such 
approaches can be found in the literature as elements of good mathematics teaching (Ball, 1996; 
Herrera, Kanold, Koss, Ryan, & Speer, 2007; NRC, 2005), in Mr. Wu’s practice they serve as 
shifting responses to the insider/outsider tension in his context, and provide examples of 
classroom practice that effectively serves specific marginalized students. 
Using humor. Scholars of adolescence have identified humor as a resource marginalized 
youth use to maintain socioemotional resilience (Cameron, Fox, Anderson, & Cameron, 2010). 
Mr. Wu acknowledges students’ positive response to humor, specifically playful teasing. He 
makes use of humor to develop relationships with students. His insider status allows him 
authenticity to which students respond. Both the topics of his humor and the linguistic register in 
which he delivers it are familiar to students. This may be contrasted, for example, against the 
approach of Mr. Tran, who frequently tells jokes in class, many of which the students do not 
seem or understand, or do not think were funny. Mr. Wu uses humor with the whole class and 
with individual students––as a way to open and strengthen fraternal bonds. He also uses humor 
both as a mechanism for helping students cope with life challenges and as way to acknowledge 
students’ presence and participation in mathematics activities. He does not tell jokes at students 
or to them, but incorporates students into playful interchanges about themselves––and about 
themselves in relationship to mathematics. His teaching is peppered with quips directed at 
specific students (e.g. Lines 122-123, 154-160, 218-224), references to funny stories involving 
students or his youth, and silly mathematics explanations incorporating students. For example, to 
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help students understand the hot and cold model of integer addition68, Mr. Wu sets up a silly 
scenario in which he asks the class imagine that Jasmine is putting hot and cold cubes on Deon’s 
head. The class discusses how this activity changes the temperature of Deon’s head (FN, p. 453). 
Mr. Wu’s lighthearted approach contributes to an environment where students seem comfortable 
and interested, but where mathematics topics are nonetheless addressed. The very fact that the 
mathematics topics are sometimes part of the joke puts mathematics on students’ radar in a 
positive way. Through his use of humor, Mr. Wu demonstrates that play is a valuable part of the 
academic experience. Moreover, naming students as participants in the joke provides a way to 
acknowledge specific students, particularly student less likely to participate in a class discussion. 
This can be an entry point for more substantial participation––particularly for students who 
struggle with mathematics, or are simply to shy to contribute to class discussions. Mr. Wu’s 
insider status helps make this approach work, but he must also have the outsider knowledge 
necessary to help students engage with the mathematics once they are open to it. 
In an early interview, Mr. Wu acknowledges that incorporating humor is a deliberate 
motivational strategy for him: 
Some of the kids are just not motivated to be in school. They are here because the law 
says they have to be. And then, at a certain age, they are going to say okay, I am not 
going to worry about school, college is not for me. I don’t care about it any more. And 
that’s when you’ve got to turn on your personality and make it a little funner than it is. I 
tell kids, some of the stuff we are going to do is going to be boring, but we try as much as 
we can to bring some kind of joy into the concepts. You know, I heard a parent yesterday 
say, “My daughter hated math, but now she enjoys it.” Well, you know, am I doing 
anything special to make them enjoy the class? Maybe it’s a joke here and there that 
addresses them. Not necessarily mean spirited, but that brings them out to the rest of the 
class. They just need that little attention. It puts a smile on their face. (FTI 1, p. 44-45) 
 
                                                
68 The MiC curriculum most students used in 8th grade uses a number line model for integer 
addition. However, the cubes model was a new representation.  
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By humorously incorporating students into explanations, as in the cubes example, Mr. Wu 
provides memorable imagery for students as they work to understand abstract concepts like 
negative numbers. This imagery is particularly memorable because it is framed in a way that is 
personal to students. From Mr. Wu’s perspective, when Deon or Jaime becomes the center of 
attention in class––even briefly and within a silly mathematics example––it can have a positive 
effect on the learning environment for those boys and potentially for others.   
As Mr. Wu uses humor to involve students and keep whole-class instruction interesting, 
and to he also uses playful teasing––including teasing about topics that might be uncomfortable 
for students––as a way to make himself more approachable and to build relationships with them 
individually.  For example, on a daily basis, he spends time joking with different students before 
class begins and in the minutes before students leave class. Early in my observations, in the last 
minutes of one class, Janeka––who has a reputation for being a handful––waits for the closing 
bell. She has packed her belongings and is sitting at a desk next to her friend Rona. Mr. Wu, who 
is standing nearby, talks to her in a low voice that keeps the conversation relatively––but not 
completely––private. 
Mr. Wu I heard you got whupped at school. [He chuckles.] Is that your grandmother who 
comes and beats you down in the hallway?  
Janeka That’s my sister.  
Mr. Wu [Smiling.] What do the rest of us do when that happens? [Mr. Wu looks self-
consciously away, pretending that he is trying not to watch the scene he 
describes.] Or, do we say, “Hit her again!” 
[Janeka looks down slightly, half smiling, maybe embarrassed, and likely wishing 
Mr. Wu would shut up.] 
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Mr. Wu Stop playing! You know it’s funny! [Janeka smiles widely, and then puts on a 
serious face.] 
Janeka  [To Rona.] We got to get out of here. Mr. Wu won’t quit with me. 
  [Mr. Wu keeps the conversation going by shifting his focus to Rona.] 
Mr. Wu Rona, who are you related to? A bunch of people right?  
Rona  My sister used to go here; she got kicked out. 
Mr. Wu Who’s your sister? [Rona gives a name that Mr. Wu does not seem to know.] 
But you’ve got a bunch of cousins running around here? 
Janeka   [Laughing.] Running around here. 
Rona  Mr. Wu, you all up in my business [Blushing.]  
 
At that point the bell rang and the girls leave the class laughing with each other.  
 
Both girls seemed to enjoy Mr. Wu’s the attention. The year before, I observed both girls 
in Ms. Myles’ class. Rona in particular, did not spend much class time engaged in mathematics 
and was most animated when she was socializing. Because, she worked so little in class, I did not 
have enough evidence to judge her mathematics understanding. I also noticed that in 8th grade, 
Janeka liked to tease peers in the same way Mr. Wu had just teased her. In Mr. Wu’s class, the 
girls arrived late on several occasions and appeared to spend collaboration time chatting about 
things other than the activity at hand. Neither girl volunteered comments in whole-class 
discussions. Mr. Wu seemed to engage the girls in this conversation as part of a purposeful 
strategy to build personal relationships that might help him to motivate them. And yet, I 
wondered at the time whether Mr. Wu’s assumption that he was enough of an insider to their 
world to tease about a potentially embarrassing topic ever turned students off, reducing the 
benefits of the approach. I asked him about the potential negatives of teasing. 
  206 
You got to know your students, and you’ve got to know who you can tease and who you 
can’t tease. I wouldn’t suggest that to a first-year teacher, you know, because it can 
backfire. If I say something to a kid in one of my classes it would be taken totally 
different than another teacher saying it. And I guess that takes some real bonding time. 
Some time [for them] to get to know you on an individual level. Man, you sneak a 
moment before class, you sneak a moment after class, during lunch, in the hallways, after 
school. Most of the kids, I’ve snuck at least a moment with in this 1st quarter, so that we 
have an understanding. I am not here to hurt you. What I say is not trying to hurt you but 
just to have a little fun with you. And I won’t point out anyone’s disabilities or their 
economic situation that’s going to make them embarrassed to a point where it’s not 
funny. Like, there is this kid Deon. His mom told us certain things about him and we can 
tease him about that because it is not critical to who he is, it’s not genuinely affecting him 
as a student. But, it does do other things for him— maybe bring him out socially. To 
point out things about him so that other kids think, “Oh, he is normal.” You know, and I 
find that works particularly with higher achieving students that are more quiet and 
reserved. And the shy kids, you can point out things. They feel left out a lot of times 
when other people are talking and joking and they are just quiet. (FTI 1, p. 44) 
 
And so Mr. Wu deliberately uses playful teasing as a way to show students that he notices 
students and that he cares. When he describes his rationale, Mr. Wu makes a distinction between 
teasing that may be hurtful and teasing designed to build both rapport and classroom 
engagement. He recognizes that for many students, participating in mathematics class is a risky 
business. He knows that many students struggle with mathematics and may feel that they have 
little to offer in mathematics discussions. Others are shy or exceptionally quiet and afraid of 
sharing what they know. Mr. Wu uses humor to ease tensions and to open dialogue. Silly 
teasing––like accusing a student of using his homework for a napkin––is a way to get the 
attention of the class as a whole, and a way to briefly make an individual student the center of 
attention in a light-hearted way. Teasing about more serious events––like a student’s relative 
embarrassing her at school––is a way to simultaneously acknowledge the students’ experience 
and to model a coping strategy for potentially painful situations.  
Mr. Wu’s use of humor, and specifically his teasing, can be considered as both a strategy 
for and as an indicator of trust and affection. A sense of trust cannot occur in an environment 
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where there is not risk. Through his playful teasing, Mr. Wu works to establish an atmosphere of 
intimacy that is atypical of many teacher-student relations. On Halloween, the Mr. Wu ends class 
saying, “Have a good day. Bring me candy; bring candy; bring me candy! It lets me know you 
love me. It’s a sign of your affection for me” (FN, p. 471). While he is clearly teasing, Mr. Wu’s 
humor lets students know that showing care and affection is to be encouraged. As a 
represent/ative educator, Mr. Wu brings both social and cultural capital to this effort. His specific 
style of teasing has currency with students. His humor appears effortless, natural, and genuine. 
Furthermore, it aligns with ways students often joke with each other and at the same time 
provides a model for peer interaction. And still, Mr. Wu must continually negotiate this 
approach. He is cognizant of the negative impact that joking around like this during instruction 
may have and knows that there is an invisible line he should not cross. Every time Mr. Wu teases 
a student there is risk that he might hurt or embarrass them. Thus, he must judge how the 
approach is working with different students and in different situations.  An illustration of this 
occurs as Mr. Wu is preparing students for turning in their first portfolio. Jahvaria is sitting in the 
first row with a two-inch Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID) binder on her desk. 
While he does not mention Jahvaria by name, Mr. Wu decides to use the example of an AVID 
binder in his explanation of the portfolio.  
 
Mr. Wu [To the class] You need to get a folder. It doesn’t have to be fancy. [He shows a 
simple paper folder with brads for 3-hole paper.] It don’t need to be a big AVID 
binder. [Mr. Wu smiles.] 
Jahvaria Excuse me! Don’t talk about my AVID binder! [Jahvaria’s declaration is loud and 
seems genuinely angry as if she thinks Mr. Wu is making fun of her.] 
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Mr. Wu Whoa, slow down. Slow down. [Mr. Wu appears to catch on that Jahvaria is 
taking his comment in an unintended way. He tries to diffuse her anger by 
comically taking on a frightened facial expression and jumping back a little as he 
speaks.] 
Mr. Wu’s tactic works as Jahvaria visibly relaxes. Mr. Wu moves on with discussion of the 
portfolio as if uninterrupted. Knowing how a student will respond is never certain and may take 
some trial and error. Jahvaria’s response to Mr. Wu’s original comment was a surprise for him. 
However, sensing her anger, Mr. Wu is quick to use somewhat self-deprecating humor––acting 
genuinely surprised and afraid––to make Jahvaria aware that his comments were not personally 
directed at her, and at the same to draw the class’s attention away from her outburst and to 
himself––and the classroom task at hand. In such a moment, there are any number of ways Mr. 
Wu could have reacted differently, potentially escalating the conflict. However, he humorously 
feigns a reaction that might be expected in a student-to-student interaction and is able to keep the 
instructional purpose of the explanation moving forward.  
Connecting through common interests. Mr. Wu also negotiates the insider/outsider 
tension by drawing on interests he shares with students––particularly sports (FN, p. 524, 551, 
562, 589, 613, 619, 625, 645, 664-665). When Mr. Wu talks about sports, he most often refers to 
students’ involvement in school sports. In the first interview I asked him whether sports talk in 
his lessons happened consciously or unconsciously. 
It’s a conscious effort. A lot of the sports analogies are a conscious effort to draw them 
[students] into the lesson. Second period there’s a couple of students in the middle. They 
don’t function at a very high level. Sports is a big deal to them. So that if I use an 
analogy—“Oh, okay.” They understand. “I know about the New England Patriots! Oh I 
can speak about that, intelligently.” [Emphasis original] (FTI 1, p.46-47) 
 
Students respond to Mr. Wu’s comments about sports (e.g. FN, 527, 551, 562, 619, 644). 
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However, my data are insufficient to make a case that the less engaged students participate more 
in mathematics discussions because of sports discussions. It may be that the students I saw 
respond were already engaged. Likewise, I cannot say whether students who did not talk during 
sports-related discussions were avoiding the topic of sports or had other reasons for being quiet 
To find out more about Mr. Wu’s thinking in this area, I asked him if he worries that his 
approach is unfair to students who are not interested in or familiar with certain sports. I give  
sports talk into his interactions with students as both an insider and outsider. His fraternal, as an 
example, Imani, a girl from Nigeria, who I have not seen comment in sports conversations. Mr. 
Wu defends his approach with the argument that both boys and girls at Beals really take sports 
seriously. He also says that sometimes he uses sports because he understands sports and knows a 
lot about it (MTI, p. 48). It makes sense then that Mr. Wu’s natural conversations frequently turn 
to sports, and that when he needs to come up with a real-world context to help students 
understand a mathematics concept, sports come to mind. At the same time, Mr. Wu knows and 
understands lots of other topics that he does not draw on. He explains that his familiarity with 
sports is less important than the fact that the topic allows him to target specific students. 
I use it [sports] to draw kids into the conversation. Imani is going to be fine, no matter 
what. I don’t have to say anything and she will be fine. I am not worried about 
her….[B]ut I am worried about James and Daryl. I am worried about them! And if 
basketball or football is the only thing that is going to get them into the conversation, I 
am going to use it. I am going to go there. [Emphasis original] (MTI, p. 48-49) 
 
When Mr. Wu says that Imani is going to be fine, he means that she does not struggle with 
mathematics. Like many 1st generation immigrants, by all observable measures, she engages in 
school without resistance (Valenzuela, 1999). She participates in discussions, she comes to after-
school tutoring, she does her homework, she does well on exams, and she follows adult 
directions with good humor. This was true when I observed her in Ms. Myles’ classes as well as 
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in Mr. Wu’s. Moreover, my conversations with Imani at lunch and during tutoring indicate that 
she has strong parental support (and pressure) to focus on academics. For Mr. Wu, the benefit of 
meeting the needs of the students who are not engaged in academics or who struggle is worth the 
risk that some students might be bored or feel left out when he emphasizes sports. Moreover, in 
many cases, Mr. Wu frames sports examples in ways that allow access to the mathematics even 
when students know nothing about the sport. For example, as he helps students distinguish the 
difference between theoretical and observed probability, he asks, “If the Cubs have not won the 
World Series in 100 years, based on observed probability, will they win next year?” (FN, p. 589). 
At other times, he asks students to offer their own examples to illustrate concepts (FG 2). While 
he is an outsider to some student experiences, Mr. Wu uses his personal interest in sports––an 
interest that he shares with many students––to model how students might bring their different 
experiences into mathematics discussions.  
Mr. Wu incorporates sports talk into his interactions with students as both an insider and 
outsider. His fraternal, insider stance can be seen in the comments he makes one morning after 
announcements. One of the announcements involved Beals Basketball. Mr. Wu says, 
I am going to go to those freshman games. They are going to be funny! Games are at Von 
Steuben on Saturday mornings. Kimani is on that team. D’Andre is on that team. They 
didn’t cut anyone. It should be really funny! [Mr. Wu laughs.]The freshmen were all 
excited to make the team, but [the coaches] didn’t tell them the practices would be a 6 
am! [Mr. Wu laughs again.] Basketball is a big commitment. 
 
Here, Mr. Wu positions himself as a peer teasing his friends. He reveals himself to students as 
someone interested and knowledgeable about something that interests them, and he does so on a 
friend-to-friend level that validates students’ interest in sports and sanctions basketball as an 
activity worth doing. In doing so, he talks to the students like they talk to each other.  
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While he is teasing, his also emphasizes the boys’ commitment to basketball as strength. 
The students he is talking about have varying social status with their peers. Kimani, in particular 
struggles to fit in. Had Mr. Wu taken a purely outsider approach, saying something like “Support 
the freshman team. Support Kimani and D’Andre,” he would have brought attention to the boys 
without making it clear that he is actively following and personally invested in their efforts. 
Furthermore, one of Mr. Wu’s goals is to help Kimani fit in by teaching him to be able to laugh 
at himself and to interact with others.  
Mr. Wu’s success in these efforts is seen later in the year when Kimani 
uncharacteristically participates in a class discussion of whether specific events can be described 
as: certain, likely, unlikely, or impossible. In the interchange, he shows both a sense of humor 
and understanding of the terms. He is comfortable in the atmosphere Mr. Wu creates. 
Mr. Wu What is the probability of the Freshman boys’ basketball team winning all of their 
games? [Students argue with each other.] Those on the freshman boys’ basketball 
team please, stop talking; you guys are biased on this. You have that hope! 
Kimani  That’s what hope means…unlikely. [He laughs.] 
Derek  You have that star you are reaching for! 
Mr. Wu Those of you who are objective. [He calls on a student.] 
Henry   A little behind equally likely. [Other students respond.] 
Mr. Wu Knowing some of you, [he looks at Jamar in the front row] you are going to be on 
the bench. 
Derek  Jamar is going to be cleaning the bench with his butt! 
Mr. Wu Okay, I see that is a little touchy subject with some of you pretend basketball 
players [emphasis original]. 
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As mentioned in the discussion of the tension between providing collective and differentiated 
support for student learning, Kimani is a student Mr. Wu struggles to support. Mr. Wu’s insider 
knowledge of students’ experience is less helpful with Kimani, precisely because he has 
difficulty fitting in with his peers. And yet, while Mr. Wu is an outsider to Kimani’s experience, 
Mr. Wu is able to use sports to bridge the tension. Through sports, Mr. Wu is able to draw 
Kimani into the class discussion and into culture of teasing kids. In this exchange, Kimani 
participates as an accepted member of the social group.  
Mr. Wu uses sports to get students talking, but is also responsible for supporting their 
mathematics learning. Mr. Wu uses the fraternal relationships he builds with students around 
sports as leverage in this effort. He is clear that no matter how much he or the students enjoy 
sports, sports are not the central purpose of school. For example, one morning as he talks to 
students about their grades, he makes priorities clear. 
All these Fs are not flying. Boys and girls basketball, wrestling, [clubs], all come second 
to academics. If you cannot make that choice, I will have to make that choice for you. 
You guys are too smart and this is too early in the second quarter. (FN, 630). 
 
Here, Mr. Wu takes an outsider stance in which he clearly distinguishes himself from his 
students. He risks his insider status by prioritizing academics over athletics and by bringing 
attention to the power he has over whether or not they will be eligible to play without decent 
grades. However, this move also may strengthen his insider relationship with students, because 
they know that Mr. Wu truly cares about sports, and yet he prioritizes their academic success 
over their athletic success. Here is how Marcus responds to Mr. Wu’s request that he not sleep in 
class: 
Maybe too much basketball, Marcus? Eduardo? If it is too much, then something has got 
to give and it ain’t the course work. Marcus Green, morning practice hurting? Let coach 
know. If you have your head down, it means you can’t practice at 6 a.m. It means you 
can’t play basketball. (FN, p. 627) 
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Marcus raises his sleepy head and nods. He remains awake for the rest of the period. On a 
different day Mr. Wu gently shakes the shoulder of a student who fell asleep during 
announcements.  
Mr. Wu Ray, man, you got to go [leave class] if you can’t stay awake. You can’t have 
these morning practices any more! 
Ray  I don’t feel good 
Mr. Wu You need to go to the clinic? [Ray shakes head no.] 
You make it all day? 
Ray  Yes? 
Mr. Wu connects with students through a common interest. This builds rapport, but also 
provides him credibility and authority as he takes the outsider stance of   prioritizing academics 
over the common interest. Coupled with the playful teasing that is a staple of student friendships 
in this context, Mr. Wu uses sports to develop an atmosphere where even an isolated, socially 
awkward students feels comfortable interacting with peers in a mathematics discussion. 
Moreover, although he knows that sports will not appeal to all students, he uses it to help those 
who are most difficult to reach. If sports were not effective, he would choose another topic that is 
both comfortable to him and his most needy students.  
Mr. Wu negotiates both the collective/differentiated and the insider/outsider tensions of 
his practice in ways that are influenced by his experiences as a successful mathematics student at 
selective secondary and post-secondary institutions, his cultural and class background, and his 
identity as a represent/ative educator. Furthermore, his negotiations are shaped by his context, 
including his students, and also by the dynamic nature of teaching in general. Hence his efforts to 
teach equitably are unique. At the same time, the teaching moves we see in his practice are 
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moves that seem familiar to our conceptions of standard practice. However, considering his 
tensions in relation to the tensions in the literature can help us better understand the nuances of 
his approach to equity. For example, schools are structured so that a teacher engages with 
students as a group. At the same time, both teachers and researchers generally agree that students 
have individual needs that are difficult to address within the current secondary school model. 
Time is limited, classes are large, and disciplinary divisions fracture the school day. Therefore, 
educators look for ways to resolve the tension between teaching individuals and teaching the 
group with new instructional models such as Differentiated Instruction (DI) (Tomlinson, 1999). 
Advocates of DI acknowledge that approaches to instruction are based on values and beliefs, and 
therefore that DI represents a specific stance (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000). However, they also 
stress that a DI model focused on the needs of individual students is “common sense,” and both 
the logical and desired outcome of education. The model implies that the individual/social 
tension can and should be resolved in favor of the individual. Moreover, the model suggests that 
if teachers can become adept at this admittedly ambitious approach, inequity will be resolved.  
  My discussion of DI is not intended to denigrate what is certainly an earnest and serious 
approach to addressing inequity. Nor does it argue that DI is never an effective approach. Rather, 
I address DI for the purposes of comparing the results of an effort to resolve rather than negotiate 
a salient tension of practice. The characterization of the individual/social tension as resolvable–– 
in light of what is becoming a dominantly accepted, best-practice approach to equity nationwide– 
–can position a teacher like Mr. Wu as pursuing inequitable practice, even when his first-hand 
knowledge and experience tell him that such an approach is not in the best interests of his 
students. Such a characterization not only works to marginalize the perspective of an educator 
with unique insight into the needs of marginalized students, it can shut down consideration of the 
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ways social approaches contribute differently to equity. 
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Chapter 7 
Cross-Case Analysis 
Both Mr. Wu’s and Ms. Myles’s classrooms are highly structured. Both teachers expose 
students to rich mathematical experiences and provide support for students to make the most of 
those experiences. They want their students to do well in school and prepare them to thrive 
despite their marginal circumstances. While such good teaching does not necessarily imply 
equitable teaching, it is nonetheless a fundamental precondition of equity in an environment in 
which marginalized students face disproportionate barriers to competent pedagogy (Oakes, 
2005). 
At the same time, both teachers struggle to enact more critical aspects of equitable 
practice. Therefore, comparing these cases may apparently offer little in the way of helping us 
understand social justice teaching as distinct from other approaches to practice. And, it is true 
that a simple comparison of these teachers’ observable practices, or descriptions of their teaching 
provided by students, suggest that their teaching is not much different from good practice. 
However, evaluating their instruction to determine the extent to which they embody social justice 
practice would miss the point of a study that seeks to respect teachers and add complexity to our 
understanding of how they negotiate their practice with others. Examining the tensions and 
dilemmas that arise in these teachers’ practice––which are not observable but are indicators of 
the negotiations they undergo on a daily basis––may reveal more about equitable mathematics 
teaching than focusing on the elements of their practice that merely either do or do not support 
equity. Therefore, rather than providing cross-case analysis of specific instructional strategies, 
classroom interactions, or instances of how each teacher implements mathematics curriculum, I 
compare the tensions and dilemmas of practice for these teachers in relation both to each other 
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and in the context of current research.  
The tensions of Ms. Myles’ practice include mathematics as both a necessity for and an 
obstacle to social justice. This tension expresses itself in two ways: as a tension between 
preparing students for societal gatekeepers and preparing students for futures that ideally support 
social justice, and a tension between the imperative to include mathematics in social justice 
projects and situations in which including mathematics adds little to either the project or 
students’ appreciation for mathematics as an analysis tool. A second tension in Ms. Myles’ 
practice is between supporting both student independence and interdependence. The tensions of 
Mr. Wu’s practice include whether to provide collective or differentiated support for student 
learning, and tension of being both an insider and an outsider to student experience. The tensions 
within the practices of these two mathematics teachers working toward equity may seem quite 
different. However, we expand the pool of teaching dilemmas to include those documented in the 
literature, it may be easier commonalities. Examining how similar tensions are negotiated in 
different contexts, by teachers who explicitly work towards social justice provides insight into 
the range of meaning teachers place on their work. Discussion continues with an examination of 
a common tension in the practices of Mrs. Myles and  Mr. Wu. This is followed by discussion of 
commonalities amongst the tensions in this study and teaching dilemmas in the literature.  
 
A Common Warrant for Social Interaction 
Similarities between tensions appear in an example from the Beals context. Ms. Myles’ 
faces a tension between developing students’ capacity for independent work and creating a 
learning environment where students not only work well together, but also come to understand 
their interrelatedness. This tension between the individual and the group is also identifiable in 
Mr. Wu’s practice as he looks for ways to address individual student needs while at the same 
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time addressing the group together to build camaraderie. For Mr. Wu, camaraderie not only 
makes for a pleasant classroom climate, strong relationships are a tool of support, survival, and 
resistance for students living under oppressive conditions. Different rules or different 
assignments for different students works against that cohesion. Neither Mr. Wu, nor Ms. Myles 
are prepared to resolve this tension by choosing one focus over the other. Both teachers, then, in 
order to teach equitably, must negotiate responses to the common tension between the individual 
and the social group. 
The personal and political identities of Ms. Myles and Mr. Wu differently affect both the 
salience of the tensions they face, and how they negotiate them. However, in the Beals context, 
these educators have a common warrant to simultaneously prepare students for both individual 
action and social engagement. The dominant perspective in U.S. society advocates a combination 
of self-reliance and the ability to relate well with others as requisite for a competitive advantage 
in the workplace. The warrant Mr. Wu and Ms. Myles have for maintaining their focus on both 
the group and the individual is markedly different. Their goals are deeply entwined with both 
their personal identities and those of their marginalized students. Ms. Myles, for instance, brings 
a personal touch to how she negotiates the tensions of her practice. Whether or not she had what 
Mr. Hart calls her, “never say die” attitude since before she became an activist, years of 
experience working in democratic organizations, and developing grassroots responses to 
community problems, have honed her approach to the tensions of her practice. The capacity to 
maintain focus on collective goals over time, is vital for political organizing. Unlike Mr. Wu, her 
teaching has an urgency that leaves little time for side conversations on topics not obviously 
related to mathematical activity. In the instance of the independent/interdependent tension, 
furthermore, Ms. Myles understands that social justice teaching requires students be able to 
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recognize problems they share as members of marginalized groups, to understand these in 
relation to social struggles beyond their immediate experience, to hypothesize solutions, and 
work together toward those solutions. Therefore, students need to learn to work together. This 
involves not only respectful interaction (i.e. relational equity, Boaler, 2008), but the confidence 
to share one’s personal perspectives in a group, the capacity to truly attend to different 
perspectives, and the courage to challenge one’s deeply held assumptions and the assumptions of 
others. It also involves experience at working toward consensus on a how to reach a common 
goal, and the capacity to support each other to persevere over the long term. At the same time, 
students need to learn to work independently to be successful. The strength and effectiveness of a 
democratic organization depends on the capacity of people to attend to the roles and 
responsibilities they take on.  
Given the constraints of her practice, and the multiple needs of her students, such an 
ambitious vision will not be realized quickly. And yet, Ms. Myles experiences as an organizer 
have demonstrated that big challenges can be confronted with an organized onslaught of smaller 
actions applied consistently over time. This is the essence of community organizing. Ms. Myles 
takes this approach to negotiate the independence/interdependence tension. She applies small 
steps—for example, seating students in groups and encouraging them to work together while at 
the same time requiring that they demonstrate their understanding individually—consistently 
over time. While she does not micromanage student interactions as they work together, she 
constantly reminds students to look to each other as resources. Moreover, through specific social 
justice projects, and in discussions with students about ways to meet their personal academic 
goals, she consistently works to bring students’ attention to the potential they have to work as an 
organized whole.  At the same time, Ms. Myles’ efforts to develop both student independence 
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and interdependence are not restricted to her mathematics classroom. As a middle-school teacher 
in a social justice school, she has the space to cultivate the back and forth between these 
competing demands of her practice in her non-math classes and in activities outside of the 
classroom. Moreover, when other teachers in the school focus on a similar goal––even when they 
approach it from a different perspective––students have more opportunities to develop a capacity 
to engage the tension without pushing for resolution. That is, students have more opportunities to 
understand their own possibilities to simultaneously be themselves and be part of social 
organizations within which people depend on each other.  
Similarly to Ms. Myles, Mr. Wu strives to both foster students’ collective capacity and to 
support their individuality. However, the tension is framed and negotiated differently. Although 
Mr. Wu has strong activist credentials, he did not begin political organizing as an adult. Unlike 
like Ms. Myles, his participation began as a child whose siblings and peers were involved in 
political struggle within a culture of organizing that developed in Hampton Park––largely 
through the efforts of people like Ms. Myles. Mr. Wu’s perspective is shaped by this experience, 
but also by the cultural environments he experienced growing up in Hampton Park. Unlike Ms. 
Myles, his influences include his Asian-American immigrant family and the low- income youth 
of color who were his peers. Many of these peers have become represent/ative educators as well. 
These personal relationships have sustained Mr. Wu for many years. The stories he tells, are not 
simply a way to let students know that he understands their experience, they are also a testament 
to the value he places on the friendships he has developed, and on the power of these 
relationships for supporting his life and growth as a person. Mr. Wu brings this desire to help 
students benefit from their common experience to the classroom. It can be seen as he negotiates 
the tension between directing the class collectively and providing differentiated support for 
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students. As I have discussed in his case, Mr. Wu’s preference for whole class instruction might 
be seen as less than ideal from the perspective of those who claim that equity demands specific 
approaches to differentiated instruction. However, Mr. Wu, in his context, has insider knowledge 
of both Beals students and the goals and benefits of working collectively. Mr. Wu understands 
the benefits of mutual support for marginalized students firsthand. Developing supportive social 
and academic community is an implicit social justice imperative identifiable in Mr. Wu’s 
practice. At the same, Mr. Wu recognizes that his students are different from each other and 
therefore, need different supports for their learning. Therefore, like Ms. Myles, Mr. Wu does not 
neatly resolve the conflict between a collective and a differentiated focus. Working collectively 
on Tuesdays and differentiating on Thursdays will serve neither goal. Equity demands the 
impossible, that he address both.  
 
Related Tensions in the Literature. 
An example of common tensions from different contexts can be seen in a comparison of 
Ms. Myles’ practice with that of Gutstein (2006). Ms. Myles negotiates two tensions related to 
mathematics as both a necessity for and an obstacle to social justice teaching. One of these 
involves both preparing students for “the test” (standardized, high-stakes exams; course 
requirements; post-secondary placement exams), and preparing students for “the future” (being 
in the leadership of the fight against oppression). This tension is similar to the implicit tension in 
Gutstein’s work between pedagogy that addresses mathematics goals, and pedagogy that 
addresses social justice goals (Figure 1). Myles and Gutstein want students to develop both 
dominant capacity and critical capacity even as a focus on one necessarily means less of a focus 
on the other. However, until equity by the expanded definition is achieved, this tension cannot be 
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resolved––it can only be negotiated. Indeed, the tension between these ends can be treated as 
productive in itself, as a springboard for thinking about the social roles of school mathematics. 
Comparison of tensions across cases may also identify tensions that are different and yet 
similarly structured. For example, Gutstein encountered a tension when the mathematics needed 
to address a particular social justice question was more complicated than students were able to 
handle, or was not the mathematics students were supposed to be focusing on in that grade 
(2006). Ms. Myles, in comparison, found applications for 8th-grade mathematics that could be 
applied to social justice projects, but did not use them because she decided the incorporation of 
mathematics students found tedious would detract from their understanding of the social justice 
topic, and do little to motivate them to use mathematics as a tool for analysis in the future. In 
Gutstein’s practice, students lacked mathematical experience for a particular project, and in 
Myles’s case students’ use of mathematics they knew how to do, had the potential to take away 
from the power of the project.  Despite their differences, these tensions prompt those working 
toward equitable mathematics teaching to ask: How can students’ mathematical knowledge 
inhibit their capacity for addressing the social justice questions? The awareness of different 
responses to this question may prompt teachers to consider for their own context, not only the 
mathematics a student may need to address a particular social justice problem, but also how 
making use of mathematics students can do, might in some instances, still interfere with their 
understanding of the social justice question.    
To facilitate comparison, I have condensed each of the 12 tensions into one sentence. 
Three sentences that represent Gutiérrez’s (2009) tensions are:  
• Teachers are simultaneously in charge and not in charge of their students.  
•  Teachers must know and can never know their students. 
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•  Teachers simultaneously teach both mathematics and students. 
The three explicit dilemmas, and the one implicit tension Gutstein (2006) describes are: 
 •  Mathematics is both sufficient and insufficient a tool for inquiry into social justice. 
 • Teachers’ views both support and inhibit students’ capacity to develop their own views. 
 • Questioning everything prevents knowing anything. 
 • White teachers are both limited and not limited in their capacity to support the  
              identities of marginalized students. 
 
Ms. Myles’ tensions are: 
 
 • Social justice teaching means both preparing students for the dominant mathematics and  
simultaneously preparing them to question mathematics and use it for social justice.  
 
 • Social justice requires both using mathematics and not using mathematics. 
 • Teachers need to promote both student independence and interdependence. 
Mr. Wu’s tensions dilemmas are: 
• Teachers need to provide both collective and differentiated support. 
 • Teachers are always both insiders and outsiders to student experience.    
These tensions may be a small sample of the possible tensions that arise as teachers strive to 
make their practice more equitable. However, each tension represents a complex social process 
teachers are continually engaging in––consciously and unconsciously. Grouping the tensions by 
what they have in common is one way to develop theory about the nature of these tensions.  
 Figure 9 provides a list of the 12 tensions grouped in clusters. The sentences that 
represent the tensions have been parsed into subject, tension, and object in order to make the 
tensions easier to refer to. Clusters include tensions that address common themes. For instance, 
the collective/differentiated tension and the independent/interdependent tension discussed 
previously are grouped based on the fact that they involve social relations. Unmatched tensions 
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Focal  
Concepts Subject Tension Object 
Researcher         
or Case 
All Teacher in charge/not in charge of  students Gutiérrez 
Social 
Agency, 
Power 
Teacher reveal/not reveal political views to students Gutstein 
Power Pedagogy of questioning leads/does not lead 
students to 
relativism Gutstein 
Cluster 1– Tensions of identity. 
Identity 
Teacher knowing/not knowing students Gutiérrez 
Teacher insider/outsider to student experience Wu 
Teacher whiteness limits/ does not limit 
growth of 
students’ cultural 
identities 
Gutstein 
Cluster 2– Tensions between dominant and social justice mathematics 
 
Mathematics, 
Identity,  
Power 
 
Teacher teaching/not teaching students mathematics Gutiérrez 
Teacher preparing/not preparing 
students for 
gatekeepers Myles 
Cluster 3– Tensions between the individual and the social 
 
 
All 
Teacher provide collective/ differentiated 
support for 
students Wu 
Teacher foster independence/ interdependence amongst students Myles 
Cluster 4– Tensions related to mathematics as a tool for social justice 
Social 
Agency, 
Mathematics 
Mathematics sufficient/ insufficient to address social justice Gutstein 
Mathematics necessity for/    obstacle to social justice Myles 
 
Figure 9. Cross-Case Comparison 
 
Tensions appear at the top of the list. The clusters themselves, and the tensions within clusters, 
are arranged in no particular order. After clustering the tensions, I revisited my focal concepts for 
equitable practice to characterize the clusters. I labeled each cluster with the concepts that 
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seemed most relevant to those tensions. For example, the social relations cluster includes 
tensions that relate to all four focal concepts. Discussion of each of the clusters continues with 
the rationale for grouping them and their relationship with the focal concepts follows.  
Cluster 1–Tensions of identity. The first grouping I consider involves tensions and 
dilemmas teachers encounter with respect to the ways in which their identities support or inhibit 
equity in their teaching. I group Gutiérrez’s tension between the importance of, and the 
impossibility of, knowing one’s students; Mr. Wu’s tension between being both an insider and an 
outsider to student experience; and Gutstein’s tension related to the fact that as a white educator 
he is both limited and not limited in his capacity for supporting marginalized students to develop 
positive cultural identities. These tensions all address the challenges teachers face as they work 
meet the needs of students who are different than them, albeit in slightly different ways. Figure 
10 represents the tensions in this cluster as primarily related to the focal concept of identity. 
Differences between these tensions exemplify how similar tensions of identity emerge in 
different contexts. Gutiérrez describes this tension broadly as a characteristic of the teacher- 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 10 Cluster 1–Tensions of Identity 
student relationship in general. Key points that this frame highlights include the privilege and 
knowing/not knowing 
insider/outsider 
whiteness limits/does not limit 
Identity 
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power all teachers have in relation to students; the added difficulty teachers from dominant 
perspectives often have to recognize the existence of differences related to race, class, language, 
and culture; and the explicit need to continually seek both ways to know students, and ways to 
critically evaluate the understandings the one develops. 
Mr. Wu’s case illustrates Gutiérrez’s argument inasmuch as it points to the ways all 
teachers are privileged in relation to their students with respect to formal education. However, 
his case illuminates a different facet of this tension by highlighting how even those teachers who 
come from marginalized backgrounds benefit from understanding that their experiences are not 
identical to their students and that, therefore, the process of knowing them must both be 
continual and involve self-reflection about one’s own biases. 
Gutstein’s case also addresses identity in ways similar to Gutiérrez. He considers the 
challenges that professional and educational differences between teachers and students bring to 
practice, as well as the specific challenge of white teachers educating non-white students. 
Gutstein’s work adds to our understanding of tensions of identity in equity practice because his 
teaching explicitly promoted student engagement with political themes in mathematics classes.  
Cluster 2–Tensions between dominant mathematics and social justice mathematics. 
The next grouping I consider is related to the inherent tension between a pedagogy that 
addressed the dominant mathematics and a pedagogy that addresses social justice. I the open this 
section (pp. 220-221), by discussing commonalities between Gutstein’s overall approach to 
teaching mathematics for social justice and Ms. Myles’ dilemma between preparing students for 
test and preparing students for contributing to a socially just future. These tensions, then, form 
the foundation for the tensions in cluster 2. Moreover, I include in this cluster Gutiérrez’s tension 
between teaching students mathematics and not teaching students mathematics. Gutiérrez argues 
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that the role of a teacher is to teach the subject matter. However, at the same time, teachers not 
only teach their subject, they teach students. Teaching students, then, brings additional 
considerations to teachers’ practice. From an equity perspective, one cannot teach students 
without working to understand social inequity and students’ varied backgrounds, knowledges, 
and identities.. Gutiérrez argues that equitable teaching demands both teaching mathematics and 
teaching students. Therefore, this is a variation on the theme of teaching mathematics and 
teaching social justice, where teaching students equitably means being a social justice teacher. 
The tension between teaching mathematics and teaching social justice must directly relate to 
three elements of the equity framework: mathematics, identity, and power (Figure 11). All of 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 11. Cluster 2– Tensions Between Dominant and Social Mathematics 
these various ways of describing the tension center on helping students understand mathematics. 
Gutstein and Myles explicitly work to help students recognize inequitable power relationships 
involve social relations based on identity. Gutiérrez focuses on identity with the implicit 
assumption that equity cannot be addressed without attending to sociocultural relations that are 
teaching/not teaching 
preparing/not preparing 
 
Mathematics 
Identity Power 
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always affected by power relations. 
Cluster 3–Tensions between the individual and the social. Two tensions between 
addressing the individual and addressing the social are discussed earlier in this chapter (pp. 216- 
220): Ms. Myles’ tension between fostering student independence and interdependence and Mr. 
Wu’s tension between providing collective and differentiated support for student learning. The 
tensions both relate to all four focal concepts: mathematics, identity, power, and social agency 
(Figure 12). And primary goal of high quality mathematics instruction involves helping students 
become doers of mathematics (Stein, Smith, Henningsen, & Silver, 2000). This involves 
supporting students to become creators––and not merely consumers–– of mathematics. Students 
must develop their abilities to make mathematical conjectures, create and critique mathematical 
arguments, and to understand and build on each other’s work. At the same time, students make 
sense of mathematics individually based on personal preferences even if these are admittedly 
shaped by social and cultural norms. Moreover, in the era of “accountability,” equity requires 
teachers to prepare students to understand the mathematics they will encounter on any 
gatekeeping assessment that must be taken individually. Therefore, the focal concept of 
mathematics pedagogy relates to both social and individual considerations. This cluster is also 
relevant to the focal concept of identity. The nature of the individual and social identities 
students develop in this context is both supported and constrained by teachers’ identities and 
students’ experiences. Mr. Wu and Ms. Myles negotiate this tension differently based on who 
they are and what motivates them. At the same time, their negotiation is not only with the 
tension, but with the students. The social relations tension becomes salient in the Beals context 
largely because of a desire to help students develop both individual power and social agency. 
Thus, although teachers’ central motivations are driven by different experiences, these concepts 
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are dialectically constituted in both Mr. Wu and Ms. Myles’ classrooms. Mr. Wu works to use 
the power of the social to support the struggles of the individual while at the same time 
strengthening both. Ms. Myles works harness students individual power into social agency, also 
for the benefit of both the individual and the group. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 12. Cluster 3–Tensions between the individual and the social 
 
Cluster 4–Tensions related to mathematics as a tool for social justice. The fourth cluster 
addresses tensions involved with using mathematics as a tool for social justice. Grouped in this 
cluster are: Gutstein’s tension of whether mathematics is or is not sufficient to address social 
justice concerns; and Myles’ tension related the pressure to include mathematics in social justice 
projects while, in some instances, this may interfere with social justice goals, including the goal 
of motivating students to value mathematics as tool of analysis. Gutstein is concerned with 
whether the mathematics students have access to is the mathematics that is most appropriate for 
Mathematics Identity 
Social Agency Power 
collective/differentiated 
independence/interdependence 
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addressing specific social justice goals. His second concern is whether or not mathematical 
analysis in the absence of other types of analysis might distort students’ understanding either a 
social justice problem of how to address it. Ms. Myles both concerned that the mathematics she 
includes in projects is appropriate for the goals. If she is to use a project in mathematics class 
rather than another class, the project needs to address her mathematics goals. If she is to use 
mathematics to address a project she is doing outside of mathematics class, she needs to make 
sure that mathematics contributes to both its social justice aims and the goal of motivating 
students to use mathematics for analysis. These tensions are different, but at the same time 
related real concerns teachers working for equity face as they work to use mathematics as a tools 
for social justice. This cluster, then represents the mathematics focus (Figure 13). Furthermore, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 13. Cluster 4– Tensions related to mathematics as a tool for social justice 
 
this cluster represents both educator’s attempts to use mathematics as a tool for social agency in 
genuine and productive ways. 
These clusters of tensions represent an effort to broaden the goals of equity research 
beyond documenting practices teachers use in their social justice teaching. They provide an 
alternate path for moving away from the application of context-specific strategies as static rules 
sufficient/insufficient 
necessity for/obstacle to 
Mathematics 
Social Agency 
  231 
for equity applicable to all classrooms. The framework through which these clusters were 
generated, and the clusters themselves, provide language for naming an approach to studying 
teacher practice that both acknowledges how teachers negotiate their tensions in unique ways, 
and considers tensions not as problems to be resolved, but as opportunities for growth. 
By considering how the tensions of practice in different setting may be the similar, this 
chapter begins a conversation across research contexts, and takes a small step toward helping us 
understand how the tensions of equitable practice might be negotiated together. Toward that end, 
critical methodology seeks to understand what exists, but also raises questions about what may 
be missing (Skovsmose & Borba, 2004). As an example, this analysis does not address contexts 
in which marginalized students are a small proportion of students in a setting where most 
students come from privileged backgrounds. How might the tensions and dilemmas of practice 
be different for teachers trying to employ an expanded expectations of equity in those sites? 
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Chapter 8 
 
Conclusions and Implications 
 
Conclusions 
Overview. This research presents an expanded idea of equitable mathematics teaching 
that includes mathematics content and pedagogy, but also considers the social identities of 
students and teachers, along with relationships of mathematics, mathematics education and social 
power. It also advocates forms of social justice mathematics teaching that develop students’ 
social agency.  Because social justice is difficult to discuss in an individualistic way, this 
research explores the equity practices of mathematics teachers working together in a supportive 
environment for social justice teaching. Moreover, because social justice extends beyond the 
mathematics classroom, this research includes extensive description of the social and historical 
frame within which the school was created. It explores the social and political experiences that 
have shaped the lives and practice of mathematics teachers in this setting.  
With respect to classroom practice, this research proposes an alternate approach to 
understanding practice that considers the tensions and dilemmas teachers negotiate as they do 
this complex, uncertain, and difficult work. Specifically, this study explores the practice of  
middle- and high-school teachers with very different personalities and teaching styles that affect 
both the most salient tensions in their practice, and how they negotiate them. Despite observed 
differences in their practice, a cross-case comparison of the tensions these teachers face with 
dilemmas documented in the research literature indicate four common tensions:  
(1) Tensions of identity. 
(2) Tensions between teaching dominant and social justice mathematics.  
 
(3) Tensions between the individual and the social. 
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(4) Tensions related to mathematics as a tool for social justice. 
Discussion. This research not only adds additional examples of teaching mathematics for 
social justice to the literature, it provides examples grounded in the work of fulltime teachers 
trying to teach for social justice without substantial support from mathematics education 
researchers. These examples broaden our understanding of the ways mathematics teachers 
working for social justice understand and take meaning from their teaching. Theorizing or 
researching equitable mathematics teaching without also grounding those activities in the work 
that fulltime teachers do everyday, will do little for social justice. Such an approach not only 
limits the pool of ideas for addressing equity, research that does not consider the perspectives of 
teachers is unlikely to appeal to them. 
The tensions-and-dilemmas frame provides language for capturing the dynamic nature of 
this practice. It honors the contextuality of equity teaching and shifts attention away from 
considering strategies or teaching moves that may support equity without considering how 
context determines whether or not these actions are genuinely equitable. The dilemmas frame 
allows us to consider efforts at equitable teaching from a range of contexts and to develop 
understanding of the types of tensions teachers face when doing this work. This opens the 
possibility for mathematics educators to learn from this work, to discuss the work, and to 
anticipate similar tensions in their context. At the same time, the frame may free educators from 
the expectation that they be using or not using a particular approach even when it might not be 
appropriate. Accepting the uncertainty of practice is difficult. However, it can also be both 
liberating and generative for teachers. A bank of common tensions of equitable teaching provides 
information to support teachers’ work toward equity without reinforcing the mistaken belief that 
there is one correct path to social justice.  
  234 
Limitations 
 There is a difference between researching critical practice and using a critical 
methodology to research critical practice (Skovsmose & Borba, 2004). While this study is 
framed from a critical perspective, and provides significantly more social context than is typical 
of mathematics education research on the whole, the study is not an exemplar of critical 
methodology. This study is limited by the lack of participation of focal teachers in identification 
and analysis of the tensions and dilemmas of their own practice. My position as an outsider to the 
community, the fact that I do not live in the city, and limited resources prevented me from 
working with teachers to identify tensions. Ms. Myles verified facts related to the tensions of her 
case and had the opportunity to review and make comments on an early draft. However, the other 
focal teachers had no input. From the perspective of critical pedagogy, this is a greater limitation 
than the mere omission of a member check. Dialogue is a central tenet of critical pedagogy. Lack 
of a discussion with teachers about their cases represents a lost opportunity to gain richer and 
more authentic understanding of the tensions or how they were negotiated.  
 A further limitation of the study involved site selection. Research has shown that 
mathematics departments have significant influence over the willingness and capacity of teachers 
to improve their practice with respect to teaching diverse students (e.g. Stodolsky & Grossman, 
2000). I originally hoped to conduct in depth study of both classroom practice and departmental 
interaction. However, because the school is small, had recently opened, and was in transition 
from a middle school to a secondary school, the mathematics department met relatively 
infrequently and had yet to coalesce as a collaborative force. Therefore, while I was able to gain 
understanding of the department from discussions with individual teachers, I was not able to 
study the department as a group.  
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Implications 
Teacher development. The emphasis Ms. Myles and her colleagues place on preparing 
students to fight oppression over the long run provides perspective for those teachers whose 
current ideas of social justice teaching are more short-term or prescriptive. While the dilemmas 
frame can help teachers consider their own social justice teaching more fluidly, it may also be 
easy for teachers to dismiss the frame because it does not provide a practical, instantly applicable 
set of steps for their next lesson. Teacher educators working to help skeptical teachers make 
productive use of the frame must carefully consider how the frame is introduced. Even with 
expert explanation, simply providing the frame and suggesting teachers may use of it is not likely 
to be educative. We might ask teachers whether the independence/interdependence or the 
necessity/obstacle dilemmas have meaning in their own practice. However, to more fully 
understand how tensions of practice may be considered––not as obstacles, but as sites for 
growth—most teachers will need practical experience with considering the tensions and dilemma 
of their own practice. Questions that should be addressed with those trying to understand this 
frame include: What does it mean to negotiate rather than resolve tensions of practice?; What 
does it mean to consider tensions as sites for growth?; How can the identification of tensions 
support growth in classroom practice?; How might this frame be shared with colleagues?; and 
How might we use the frame together to take ownership of the ways our practice is understood 
by students, parents, administrators, and the public?   
Research. Additional theoretical work, as well a university-supported, design-based 
research on teaching mathematics for social justice is necessary. Both have much to offer the 
field. However, it is equally important that we know more about the complexity of teaching for 
social justice as it is enacted under the conditions and within the constraints fulltime teachers 
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face. Moreover, in order to benefit from the deep experiences and varied perspectives of 
classroom teachers, researchers need to spend more time seeking out sites where social justice 
mathematics teaching is developing naturally. Especially at the secondary level, sites where 
teachers are working collaboratively toward equity are likely to be the most fruitful. And while 
much can be learned from any of these contexts, specific attention should be place on sites where 
marginalized students are thriving. 
Authentic and effective social-justice teaching requires significant intellectual labor on 
the part of teachers. It requires both experimentation and critical reflection. If practicing social- 
justice teachers are to benefit from the current scholarly research, they must have the opportunity 
both to encounter it and to adapt its findings to their own practice. And yet, it is difficult for full- 
time teachers like the teachers in the study to research their own practice. Mathematics educators 
must spend more time collaborating with teachers in their local contexts and do more to support 
research partnerships with classroom teachers interested in social justice. 
Questions for further research include: How might the tensions and dilemmas frame be 
incorporated into framework for research partnerships between university-based researchers and 
fulltime teachers? How can we locate the most productive sites for understanding existing equity 
practice?, How can researchers support teachers in those settings ways are both generative for 
their practice, and add to the research base?; and What will it take to build and sustain 
communities of teachers collaborating in common settings toward an expanded view of equity 
that considers mathematics, but also identity, power, and social agency. 
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Appendix A 
Incomplete List of Stakeholders and Community Informants 
Beals Design Team 
 While the creation of Beals School was a collective effort involving many in the 
Hampton Park community, three teachers form the nucleus of the team that conceived of the 
school and know most about its initial goals and creation. 
John Hart. John was raised in Hampton Park. He is bi-racial (European- and African-
American). In his youth, his mother was involved in local community organizing. John attended 
Wilson Middle School. After earning a bachelor’s degree at a historically black college, he was 
certified to teach through a local alternative certification program. John was the first of the 
represent/ative educators to become a certified teacher. He taught at Beacon Elementary before 
moving to Wilson Middle School, where he worked on a team with Carlos Wu and Katherine 
Myles. He teaches 9th grade history at Beals. He co-sponsors the theater program with Bryan Wu 
and holds a number of other leadership roles. 
 Katherine Myles. Katherine has lived in the Hampton Park for three decades. She is 
white. She was raised in California and came to Hampton Park in the 1970s to work in the social 
justice movement. She has a bachelor’s degree from Brown University. Her children attended 
Beacon Elementary and Wilson Middle School. Katherine was been active in local school 
councils. She earned her master’s degree and teaching certificate through a local alternative 
certificate program. She taught on a team with Carlos Wu and John Hart at Wilson Middle 
School. She teaches middle school mathematics and reading at Beals. She holds a number of 
leadership roles at the school and is involved with a social justice inquiry group for local 
educators. She is heavily involved in the recruitment of both teachers and students to the school. 
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Carlos Wu. Carlos was raised in the Hampton Park. He is Asian American. His parents 
emigrated the to U.S. from Hong Kong when Carlos was a child. After earning his bachelor’s 
degree, Carlos obtained his elementary teaching certification through a local alternative 
certification program. He has a master’s degree in school administration. He began his teaching 
career at an elementary school in another neighborhood. Later, he taught at Wilson Middle where 
he was on a team with John Hart and Katherine Myles. He is the Beals Curriculum Coordinator. 
Represent/ative Educators 
According to the website of the Hampton Park council representative, as many as two 
dozen youth leaders of the grassroots organizations described in Chapter 4 went on to careers in 
urban education. Those referenced in this study are listed below. The young leaders participated 
together in grassroots youth programs as children. In their late teens and early twenties they 
played various roles in the leadership of youth programs organized and carried out by young 
people. These programs included sports leagues, before- and after-school programs, and summer 
programs (See Appendix D). All have since become affiliated with city schools as teachers, 
administrators, or coaches. 
John Hart. See the Beals Design Team section above. 
Josh Hart*. Josh is the older brother of John Hart and an early leader in creation of local 
youth programs. Josh attended Wilson Middle School. He is affiliated with Beals through    
mentoring and coaching.  
Anthony Malden. Anthony was raised in the Hampton Park where he continues to live. 
He is white. His mother came to Hampton Park in 1975 to work in the social justice movement. 
He began a career as a high school teacher at a Hampton Park alternative school where he taught 
U.S. History and other courses such as Community Organizing, and Mass Media. He is currently 
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a teacher at an alternative high school in another neighborhood where he teaches U.S. History, 
Intercultural Studies, and Student Government. He is involved in local and citywide organizing. 
Marcus Strong*. Marcus was raised in Hampton Park. He is African-American. Marcus 
attended Wilson Middle School. He began his career teaching physical education and now serves 
as Dean of Students at Beals. 
Bryan Wu. Bryan was raised in the Hampton Park and lives nearby. He is the brother of 
Carlos Wu and was one year old when his parents arrived in the U.S. He has a bachelor’s degree 
in elementary education and a master’s degree in school administration. He has worked in local 
schools as a teacher and elsewhere in the city as an administrator. He teaches IMP 1 at Beals. He 
co-sponsors the theater program with John Hart, and has a number of teaching, mentoring, 
summer teaching, and administrative duties including scheduling.    
Carlos Wu. See the Beals Design Team section above. 
Parents 
Angela Davis. Angela moved to Hampton Park from Ohio in 1985. She continues to live 
in the neighborhood. She is African-American. Angela has been a longtime community activist 
and has known many of the represent/ative educators since they were teenagers. Her children 
attended Hampton Park schools. Currently, her grandson is a middle school student at Beals.   
Alana Jones. Alana Jones was raised on the west side of the city. She currently lives in 
the downtown area. She attended Catholic Schools. She is African-American. Her daughter is a 
high school student at Beals. After her daughter’s freshman year, Alana became the Parent 
Coordinator at Beals.  
* Indicates that this stakeholder was not interviewed for this study. The person is 
included here because they were frequently referenced in other interviews. 
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Appendix B 
Interview Protocols 
School Personnel Interview Protocol 
Key:      Domains: 
DT Design team member    Biographical 
FT Focal mathematics teacher  Students 
MT Mathematics teacher (non-focal)  Neighborhood and educator community 
      Equity and subject matter 
 
I. Biographical  
A)  (FT, MT) Beals is very different than other CPS schools I am familiar with. Can 
you talk about how you ended up teaching at Beals? 
or 
(DT) Beals is very different than other CPS schools I am familiar with. Can you 
talk about your decision to start Beals?  
 
[Probe for education and teaching background, personal connection to place, 
connection to identities of students, personal philosophies and goals, philosophy 
of education, critical analysis of existing schools and/or society, why 
neighborhood, why subject area, why middle/high school]  
 
B)  (All) How do you feel about your decision to (join, start) Beals? How are/is your  
[goals, vision] progressing?  
 
[Probe for match/mismatch of vision and current reality, yet-to-be realized goals, 
challenges, awareness of using the Renaissance 2010 Project  “against itself,” 
focus on access to system or understanding system in order to change it? Both?] 
 
II. Students 
 
A)  (All) Tell me about the students at Beals. 
[Probe for strengths students from different backgrounds bring to the school and 
the challenges students face as individuals and as self-identified and/or society-
identified members of social groups. Probe for both in and out of school strengths 
or challenges. Probe for attention to racism, class oppression.] 
 
  B)  (All) What is your relationship with students’ families? 
[Probe for how interviewee positions oneself with respect to families, 
neighborhood.]  
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C)  (All) How do the students at Beals affect your teaching practice?  
 
[Probe for how difference (between and within identifiable groups) is addressed at 
various levels-school, classroom, formal curriculum, and informal curriculum. 
How are students’ lives reflected in the curriculum? School activities? How does 
curriculum relate to student lives, futures? What role does the interviewee think 
schools should play in students’ lives (ex. providing access to dominant culture, 
obtaining critical consciousness, promoting ability to read the world)] 
 
D)  (FT, MT) What role does [insert  teacher’s subject specialization] play in 
students’ lives? In students’ future lives? 
 
[Probe for access to dominant only or also to be critical. Probe for expectation 
that students are creators of new knowledge] 
 
E)  (FT, MT) How do your curricular goals match with the goals set from outside  
(i.e. school, district, state, federal)? parents or community goals?, student goals? 
 
[Probe for evidence of strategic analysis, using the system to challenge the 
system, awareness that these goals may be very different from each other and also 
from teacher’s view of what is important, evidence of attempts to assess and not 
assume students’ own goals, family goals etc.] 
 
III. Neighborhood and educator community 
 
A)  (All) Can you talk about your experience with the Beals neighborhood? 
 
[Probe for local awareness, understanding of local issues affecting students, 
families, and schools, examples of attempts to increase own awareness, examples 
of community/school collaboration]  
 
B)  (All) What is your relationship with other administrators or teachers at Beals? 
      
[Probe for how decisions get made, role of academic departments, staff strengths, 
collegiality, support of less experienced teachers, what is it like to be a 
white/black/Asian/Latina/Native/gay/… teacher at this school? How do personal 
goals match collectively sanctioned goals?] 
 
IV. Equity and subject matter 
 A)  (FT, MT) Beals advertises itself as a school with a social justice curriculum and  
a community service mission. What does teaching for social justice look like in 
your classroom? How is your subject matter linked with community service 
projects? 
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[Probe for examples beyond curriculum, awareness of differences across subject 
areas. Probe for concern/recognition that SJ teaching may have unintended side 
effects.] 
 
[MT only–Does the teacher differentiate between multicultural (heroes and 
holidays) curriculum, ethnomathematics, and critical mathematics]    
 
B) (MT) Your school uses a NCTM reform-oriented mathematics curricula that 
stresses student discussion, developing the ability to communicate mathematically 
orally and in writing, looking at mathematics in contextualized problems, etc. 
What would you say to someone who argued that this curriculum may put 
students whose first language is not English at a disadvantage? 
 
Community Interview Protocol 
 
Key:      Domains: 
AD Angela Davis    Biographical 
AM Anthony Malden   Neighborhood activism 
      Beals School 
      Activism and mathematics 
 
I. Biographical 
A)     Tell me a little about yourself. Where do you work? Are you from Uptown? How  
long have you lived here? Where did you go to school? Do you have family in 
local schools?  
 
[Probe for connection to neighborhood, family history, connection to the local 
schools, including local city college.] 
 
II. Neighborhood activism 
 
A)  I wanted to speak with you because of  your knowledge of the history of activism 
in Hampton Park, your experiences with local schools, and also (AM only) your 
work with Teachers for Social Justice. Can you talk about that? 
 
          [Probe for local issues activism.] 
 
B)  What do you see as the most pressing problems facing the Hampton Park 
neighborhood and its citizens? What role do citizens have in addressing those 
issues? What role do young people have? What role do schools have? 
 
[Probe for local issues and activism.] [Note possibilities for future social justice 
projects involving mathematics.] 
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III. Beals School 
 
A) Are high school students involved in your organization/campaign? How so? 
 
B)   What relationship, if any, do you have with local middle and high schools?  
 
C)  Beals is a relatively new school with a self-proclaimed social justice mission. The 
students are required to do community service. Some might say that school should 
not be in the business of social justice, but need to focus on preparing students 
with the skills they will need for good jobs or college. What do you think? 
 
[Probe for how well the goals of Beal’s design team with interviewee goals–
personal, organizational, as an activist. Probe for understandings of  purpose of 
schooling.]  
 
IV. Activism and mathematics  
 
A) Do you see relationships between social justice, issues of equity, and school subjects 
like mathematics? Could you elaborate?  
 
Parent Interview Protocol 
A) You had the choice to send your [child, grandchild] to a number of area schools.  
Why did you and/or your student choose Beals School?  
 
B) Does your child talk about their mathematics classes at home? How do they 
describe them? What do you know about them?  
 
C)  Beals is a school committed to social justice. It also has a college prep mission. 
How important are these qualities to you? Are they related? Do you see these 
features as related to mathematics classes? How? 
 
D) What suggestions might you have for Beals’ mathematics teachers? 
 
Focal Mathematics Teacher 2nd Interview Protocol 
Key:      Domains: 
DL David Lehrer    NCTM Equity Principle 
KM Katherine Myles   Equity in context   
TT Tuan Tran 
BW Bryan Wu    
       
I. NCTM Equity Principle       
 
As you know, my research is on equity. I am trying determine how teachers think about 
equity and address it in their practice. Equity has been a focus of mainstream 
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mathematics education for a while. You have probably seen the Equity Principle in the 
2000 NCTM Standards.  Beals is a unique context. The main ideas in the NCTM 
document may or may not be important here. I would like to know what you think about 
some of the key points, whether they are expectations in your practice, and whether other 
there are other aspects of equitable practice that you consider important. I have a copy of 
the Equity Principle here.  
 
[Provide the copy]. To save time, I have highlighted some key ideas. [Provide highlights 
document with text below].  
 
Fairness not sameness. Equity does not imply identical instruction; instead it 
demands that reasonable and appropriate accommodations be made as needed to 
promote access and attainment for all students.  
 
Assess and address. Students’ learning and achievement should be assessed and 
reported in ways that point to areas requiring prompt additional attention. 
 
High expectations and support. The Equity Principle demands that high 
expectations for mathematics learning be communicated in words and deeds to all 
students. Teachers communicate expectations in their interactions with students 
during classroom instruction, through their comments on students' papers, when 
assigning students to instructional groups, through the presence or absence of 
consistent support for students who are striving for high levels of attainment, and 
in their contacts with significant adults in a student's life. 
 
Access to strong mathematics programs. All students, regardless of their 
personal characteristics, backgrounds, or physical challenges, must have 
opportunities to study—and support to learn—mathematics. Schools have an 
obligation to ensure that all students participate in a strong instructional program 
that supports their mathematics learning. High expectations can be achieved in 
part with instructional programs that are interesting for students and help them see 
the importance and utility of continued mathematical study for their own futures. 
 
Student interests and strengths. Higher expectations are necessary, but they are 
not sufficient to accomplish the goal of an equitable school mathematics 
education for all students. All students should have access to an excellent and 
equitable mathematics program that provides solid support for their learning and 
is responsive to their prior knowledge, intellectual strengths, and personal 
interests. 
 
[Give the participants the option of reading either document in its entirety or reviewing 
expectations one at a time before addressing them. For each expectation, ask the 
participant to respond to the questions below]. 
 
A) What do you think about this expectation?  How does it apply to your work? 
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[For the strong mathematics programs expectation, acknowledge the 
developmental level of the Beals program (i.e. 2nd and 3rd year of existence with 
new grades and teachers being added each year, high school curriculum less 
familiar to school mathematics leaders]. 
 
[May need to prime the discussion with observed examples of equitable practice].  
 
[May need to explain the need for these expectations on a national level. For 
example, the fairness not sameness expectation directs educators to provide 
appropriate and possibly differentiated supports so that all students have the 
opportunity to reach “high” standards. This may mean that more resources be 
directed at marginalized students over others. In a context like Beals, where 
essentially all students’ experiences could be considered marginalized in relation 
to the dominant mathematics, it could be possible that a focus on instructional 
sameness in terms of access to the dominant mathematics, might actually support 
equity. That is, the fairness not sameness expectation may be less meaningful or 
less of priority in the Beals context]. 
 
B) When you think about your work at Beals, what, if anything is missing from the  
NCTM equity expectations? 
 
II. Equity in context 
  
A)  [Individual prompts to work in as needed in part I.] 
  
(DL) After observing you teach, I know you are available to help students after 
school. Also, you are exposing students to a rigorous, reform curriculum that 
helps them make connections and not just memorize rules and procedures. I know 
you work to build personal relationships with students. These might all be 
considered as aspects of equitable teaching. When you think about your teaching, 
what is important for student learning? 
 
(KM) After observing you teach, I know you work with students to educate them 
about problems related to their lives and how they can fight injustice. This could 
be considered an equity practice because you are helping students who are 
marginalized in society gain a more equal footing. Also, you are available to help 
students after school. That might be considered an equity practice. You expose 
students to a rigorous, reform curriculum and you try to hold them accountable for 
their own learning. You provide special attention to English learners. When you 
think about your teaching, what is important for student learning? 
 
(TT) When I ask you last spring to describe the things you do in your classroom 
to support equity, you mentioned after school tutoring, providing students a 
chance to make up work, having patience with students, trying to understand their 
individual situations, and building relationships. Is there anything you would like 
to change or add to that response? 
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(BW) After observing you teach, I know you are available to help students during 
your prep period and after school. Also, you have high expectations for students, 
you expose students to rigorous curriculum and you hold students accountable. 
You expect them to do good work. Your use personal stories and humor to engage 
the students who are most unengaged. When you think about your teaching, what 
is important for student learning? 
 
B) [Teacher-specific questions related to: (a) motivation, (b) promoting student  
mathematical discourse, (c) pacing, (d) professional development/teacher 
community].  
 
(DL) student discourse, motivation 
(KM) data, pacing, student discourse 
(BW) student discourse, motivation, teacher community 
(TT) student discourse, motivation, teacher community 
 
 
Motivation. Motivating students to do mathematics is not easy. A rationale for 
using social justice projects in mathematics classes is that may generated student 
interest, particularly for students who are personally affected by social injustice. 
What kinds of approaches do you think are important for motivating students? 
What seems to work or not work for you?  
 
[Use Carlos’s story about importance of relating subject matter to students’ lives? 
BW has already talked about the importance of personal relationships with 
students and using sports talk to engage students.] 
 
Student discourse. How do you build an atmosphere where students are 
mathematics leaders, where their voices are heard, and their ideas incorporated? 
 
Pacing. You move really quickly through the curriculum. Is pacing an equity 
concern for you?  
 
Professional development/teacher community. Where do you go to talk about 
your practice? Mathematics? Do you have a chance to engage in the issues, 
discussions, trends that circulate in the mathematics education community? 
When? 
 
Student Focus Group Prompts 
Key: 
(FG1)  Middle school group 
(FG2-4) High school group 
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A)  (All) Teachers often say that mathematics is one of the most important subjects 
and that mathematics education is important for your future? Do you believe 
them?  Why? Why not?  
 
B)  (FG1) How do you feel about mathematics? How important is it to you? 
 
(FG2-4) You are at the end of your 1st year as a high school student at Beals. 
Some of you have been here even longer because you attended Beals in middle 
school. How has your mathematics education progressed? What changes have you 
experienced over the years? Have your feelings about mathematics changed? 
Have your goals changed? Has the importance of mathematics changed?  
 
C) How are mathematics classes different than other classes at Beals? How are they  
similar? 
 
D) When you are doing math, do you feel like you are yourself? Do you feel different  
when you are doing math?  [Probe for connection with self outside of school] 
 
E) What suggestions might you have for Beals’ mathematics teachers? What are they  
doing well? What changes would you like to see? 
 
F) You had the choice to apply to a number of schools. Why did you choose Beals?  
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Appendix C 
Equitable Mathematics Practice Codes 
Quality Mathematics  
 
QM-anal analysis–mathematics as a tool for analysis, support for arguments 
QM-comp complex–challenging material, not only following rules or procedures, 
involves some critical thinking, problem solving 
 
QM-com communication–use own style and standard terminology, code switching, 
conventions 
QM-con conceptual–concepts emphasized over procedures, understanding 
privileged, procedures with connections/doing mathematics 
 
QM-connect connected–to other math, to world, relevant to student experience  
QM-critical critical mathematics– reading and writing the world to make it more 
equitable 
QM- engage engaging–students active, involved in the math, participating in discussion 
QM- process  
process–validate student strategies, deemphasize one right answer, urge 
multiple approaches, require justification, identify 
patterns/organization/structure as a tool for thinking, and maintain quality 
of high-level tasks 
QM-nature nature–broadens notions of the nature of math, social creation, evolving, 
qualitative 
QM-org ex organize experiences–students use mathematics to organize their  
Experiences 
 
QM-voice voice-students’ mathematical voices present, support, prioritized 
 
Student Identity   
  
I-common commonalities–shared local experience/culture (i.e. local, gender, 
racialized, class) 
 
I-contribute contribute–student strengths contribute to the mathematics  
 
I-diff  difference–not all local experience the same 
 
I-language language–support use of students’ preferred languages, students’ use of 
their own words, students’ use of the language of school mathematics, 
students’ accessing formal mathematical language  
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I-multiple multiple–acknowledgement of overlapping, shifting, identity as process 
 
I-outside out of school mathematics experiences–acknowledge students’ outside 
use of mathematics, family or cultural approaches to mathematics students 
bring with them to school 
 
I-represent representation–dominant perspective not representative, critical stance 
toward assimilation 
 
 
Pedagogy 
 
P-attention attention–know students, pay attention to students, listen and learn from 
 
P- context context–uses context, metaphor as a learning strategy, tool for  
understanding 
 
P-dom/crit      dominant preparation–prepare students for success in the dominant  
system  
 
P-everyone everyone–teacher gives equitable attention to everyone, expects/requires 
all to participate, solicits multiple voices 
 
P-ind resp individual responsibility–encourages/teaches students to take 
responsibility for their learning 
 
P-instruct  instructional approach/structure– 
teacher talking-lecture, note-taking, direct instruction, explain examples, 
model, guided questioning students talking 
 
S2S-interaction between students, group investigations, discussions, 
working together, cooperative learning, peer tutoring 
 
S2W (whole)-presentations, short explanations 
teacher questioning-trying to assess student thinking, get students to 
elaborate, communicate, ask their own questions 
 
P- motiv motivation–strategies geared to motivating students 
 
P-mult ex multiple experiences–multiple experiences with same concepts 
  d-presented differently   s-presented similarly 
      
P-mult op multiple opportunities–multiple opportunities to demonstrate  
understanding 
  d-different ways (project, test, presentation, etc. )  
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            s-similar opportunity at different times (MiC assignment, opener, hw etc.) 
 
P-pacing pacing–within and across, wait time, students allowed time to process 
 
P-preparation critical preparation–prepare students to challenge the dominant system, 
the expectations the dominant system has of them and for them 
  trans-make the system transparent, requirements, and expectations 
  org-model strategies for success 
expose-expose students to sanctioned content, common tools (i.e. 
calculators) 
  confidence- prepare students to speak out, justify mathematical arguments 
  
P-reflection reflection–teacher reflects and adapts instruction based on student needs 
 
P-support support–supports to meet individual, small group needs, guidance, 
encouragement, multiple chances 
  spec-special education assistance 
  GU-GEAR UP aides 
  study- before and after school tutoring, special test prep sessions 
 
 
P-teacher teacher as person–shares personal history, beliefs, interests 
 
P-visual  record-is the visual record logical, does it support review of process 
examples-quality visuals used to support communication 
 
Transparency, Power  
 
TP-context contextualization–with power in mind 
 
TP-gain gain–strategies for gaining power 
 
TP-resist resist–strategies for resisting power used against you 
 
Social Agency 
 
SA-action action–group action, organization  
 
SA-boat same boat–identify common struggles, goals 
 
SA-collab collaboration–benefit to problem solving 
 
SA-com build community building–trust, norms of interaction, various strengths, 
culture of mutual  support 
 
SA-create create–create rather than absorb knowledge 
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SA-critical critical–able and willing to critique, challenge status quo  
 
SA-def define–students participate in defining content/issues/priorities, what 
counts as math, what is equitable 
 
SA-emotions emotions– acknowledged, feelings validated 
 
SA-rel eq relational equity–listening, respecting alternate views etc. 
 
SA-response responsibility–students responsible for own actions, consequences 
 
SA-resist resist–student resistance to teacher authority 
 
SA-skills skills–to access and influence social institutions 
 
SA-voice voice–student voices present, supported, prioritized 
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Appendix D 
Youth Programs Involving Represent/ative Educators  
Youth Sports Leagues 
Community-organized sports leagues served hundreds of Hampton Park kids. The 
leagues were run by older youth in their late teens and early twenties. Organizers, many of whom 
became Represent/ative Educators, planned and implemented all activities including fund-
raising, weekly barbeques, end-of-season dances, and distribution of trophies.  
Rise and Shine 
Josh Hart and Anthony Malden created a morning sports program for 30-40 struggling   
elementary students at Beacon school. Students spent an hour in the gym before the start of the 
school day. Keeping up-to-date on schoolwork was a requirement of the program. The program 
motivated students to come to school and to complete their work once there. According to 
Malden, providing early-morning exercise also helped students concentrate during the day.  
Respect Awareness 
The Respect Awareness Program was a tutoring and literacy program developed by a 
local community organizer and conducted at Beacon School. A number of Represent/ative 
Educators served as tutors and eventually directed the program. The program focused on reading 
through writing and multicultural education. Students were encouraged to read stories written 
from marginalized perspectives and then challenged to write and share alternate conclusions to 
stories from their own perspective. Modeled after Freirean literacy programs, this empowered 
students to improve their reading and writing because they were interested in sharing ideas that 
were meaningful to them. 
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After-School Dialogues and Sports at North City College 
An offshoot of the youth sports leagues was an after-school program for local youth held 
at North City College. Youth would participate in hour-long homework and discussion sessions 
followed by time in the college gym or pool. Access to the facilities was at first denied. But, a 
sit-in of over 100 people including children, youth mentors, parents, and other adults earned 
community access. Youth mentors supervised the younger children and led discussions. 
Discussions involved analysis of the issues kids faced in their neighborhood. Sports were a draw, 
but kids were also motivated to attend to be near the youth mentors who represented hip hop for 
them (Malden, CI 4). Among the mentors were graffiti artists, break dancers, and athletes. 
Experience in this program was an impetus for Youth on Youth. 
Youth on Youth 
Youth organizers, many of whom are Represent/ative Educators, petitioned the school 
board for funds to run a summer program for students at Wilson Middle School. After a protest 
at a board meeting, funds were allocated. The board required the youth organizers to hire two 
teachers as on-paper supervisors. The Youth on Youth summer program ran for over 10 years. 
Between 125 and 150 students would come voluntarily to summer school each year. The 
program included academic activities as well as field trips and social activities. All activities 
were planned and supervised by the organizers who were in their teens and early twenties.  
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Appendix E 
 
Figures in Appendix 
 
Figure E1. Timeline of local conditions and activism.  
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Note: Created by Ms. Myles. 
 
Figure E2. Immokalee pre-project survey.  
Immokalee Pre-project Survey 
1. We are reading The Circuit about the difficult life of farm worker 
families. Even now, in 2007, farm worker families live and work in bad 
conditions. What are you interested in learning about farm workers’ lives 
and troubles?  How concerned are you about their problems? 
 
2. Most farm workers are immigrants and often don’t speak English. How 
does that affect your interest in them or concern for their problems? 
 
3. Many farm workers receive low pay because large fast food companies 
drive down the prices of the produce they pick. Would you be willing to 
pay more at McDonald’s or Wendy’s or Subway so that farm workers can 
make a decent wage? How much more? 
 
4. What else should we at Beals do to help ensure that farm worker families 
have a decent life? 
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Note: Created by Ms. Myles using facts and figures available at http://www.ciw-online.org. 
Figure E3. Justice for the Immokalee workers math activity. 
Justice for Immokalee Workers Math Activity 
 
1. If a tomato picker can pick 125 thirty-two-pound buckets in a 10-hour 
workday, how many pounds do they pick an hour? 
 
2. There are approximately 3 tomatoes in a pound. How many tomatoes do 
they pick a day? An hour? A minute? 
 
3. If 15% of their time is spent carrying the buckets to the truck and back, then 
how many tomatoes have to be picked per minute? (How many minutes an 
hour are they working?) 
 
4. Right now the workers get 40–45¢ per bucket picked. Find how much they 
make per pound for each price. 
 
5. Because work is not regular and predictable, farm workers in Immokalee are 
at the site to report for work at 6 a.m., three hours before they start. If they 
pick for 10 hours and get paid $50, what do they make per hour if the wait 
time is counted also? 
 
6. What do the farm workers make in a year if they work 5 days a week 50 
weeks a year?  Six days a week?  Why is it unlikely that they would be able 
to work that many weeks? 
 
7. Prices have risen 312% since 1978, yet wages for the Immokalee workers 
have not changed. If their wages had risen comparably what would they 
make per pound? Per bucket? Per day? Per year? 
 
8. What is the minimum hourly wage needed to make a living wage in 
Immokalee?  What about if you have 2 wage earners with 2 children? 
 
9. How would a 1¢ per pound increase change their daily wages? What percent 
increase is that? 
 
10. What will they make an hour with a 1¢ a pound increase? What will they 
make in a year? 
 
11. The CEO of McDonald’s makes $3,100,000 a year (not counting stock 
options.) If he works the same number of hours as an Immokalee farm 
worker, what does he make per hour? 
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Figure E4. Immokalee project survey. 
 
Immokalee Project Survey 
Based on our study of the Immokalee workers’ living conditions, would you be 
willing to pay more for a meal at your favorite fast food restaurant in order to 
give the farm workers a decent wage? 
 
❑ No           
❑ 1¢ more           
❑ 5¢ more           
❑ 10¢ more           
❑ 25¢ more           
❑ $1.00 more 
